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Abstract 

This work deals with the question of whether, in the case of terrorist radicalization of 

Northern Irish Catholics (being both national and a religious minority in the Northern 

Ireland and de facto also in the UK) during 'The Troubles', was ideology only a function 

of Catholics' socio-economic grievances, or a standalone, individually decisive factor. 

The thesis explores the motivations for terrorism as they are stated in personal testimo-

nies, group surveys, or other sources. The theory of Radicalization Puzzle, viewing the 

radicalization as a complex non-linear combination of four variously strong categories 

of reasons (grievances, ideologies, networks and support structures) is used. After estab-

lishing the definitions of terrorism and minority status, exploring the Irish-British his-

tory and the validity of minority status of Northern Irish Catholics, the paper brings to-

gether the stated reasons for radicalisation and combines them in a “mental map.” Sev-

eral broad categories of reasons are identified and overlaid with the Puzzle categories. It 

is found that grievances were a big motivational factor for terrorism, but they were 

overwhelmingly of social kind, mostly sectarian or state violence. Economic grievances 

as a dominant radicalising factor were very rare. The Republican ideology has also been 

a factor, being disseminated through the community. It is only to a limited extent, how-

ever, that Republican ideology can be considered a function of these socio-economic 

factors as it is an independently existing product of history (which could be considered a 

social-economic factor only in a broad sense of the term.). Thus, the Republican ideol-

ogy as a radicalizing factor was not, in any significant way, a function of economic 

grievances, but was, along with being a sufficient radicalizing factor on its own for 

some, to a degree, a function of social grievances manifest predominantly in the form of 

various levels of sectarian and state violence, which seemed to unjustly and dispropor-

tionately target the minority community. 

 

Abstrakt 

Tato práce se zabývá otázkou, jestli v případě teroristické radikalizace severoirských 

katolíků (národnostní a náboženské menšiny v Severním Irsku a de facto i v UK) během 

“Troubles” byla ideologie pouze funkcí katolických socio-ekonomických grievances, 

nebo samostatným rozhodujícím faktorem. Práce zkoumá motivace k terorismu líčené v 

osobních svědectvích, skupinových výzkumech a dalších zdrojích. Je použita teorie 

Radicalization Puzzle, vnímající radikalizaci jako komplexní nelineární kombinaci čtyř 

variabilně významných kategorií důvodů (grievances, ideologie, networky, podpůrné 

struktury). Po stanovení definic terorismu a menšinového statusu, prozkoumání Irsko-

Britské historie a validity minoritního statusu severoirských katolíků práce snáší 

dohromady stanovené důvody radikalizace a kombinuje je do “mentální mapy.”  Je 

identifikováno několik širších kategorií důvodů, které jsou srovnány s kategoriemi z 

Puzzle. Je zjištěno, že grievances byly velkou motivací k terorismu, šlo ale většinou o 

sociální faktory, obvykle státní či sektářské násilí. Ekonomické grievances byly jakožto 

dominantní radikalizační faktor velmi vzácné. Republikánská ideologie, rozšiřovaná 

skrze komunitu, byla také důležitým faktorem. Lze ji ale jen do určité míry považovat za 

za funkci socio-ekonomických faktorů, jelikož jde o nezávisle existující produkt historie 

(kterou lze za socio-ekonomický faktor považovat jenom velmi zhruba). Republikánská 

ideologie tedy jakožto radikalizační faktor nebyla žádným významným způsobem  funkcí 

ekonomických grievances, ale byla, kromě samostatné existence jakožto radikalizační 

faktor, do jisté míry také funkcí sociálních grievances, projevujících se především formou 

různého stupně sektářského či státního násilí, které se zdálo nespravedlivě a disproporčně 



   

zasahovat menšinovou komunitu. 
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Introduction 

 

 Since the 11th of September, 2001, the day that ended the 'End of history', Europe 

has been shocked by several terrorist attacks, which claimed hundreds of lives. In some 

of these attacks, victims were chosen on the basis of their ethnicity, religion or profession 

(soldiers, journalists, Jews), in others, the terrorists murdered random civilians whose 

identity they had no chance to know, in places such as trains, music clubs or huge public 

squares. Despite the variety in weapons used and the numbers of the murdered, all these 

attacks had two things in common. First, they were, by the attackers or affiliated 

organizations, claimed to be carried out in the name of Islam. And second, many of the 

attackers were European citizens of foreign ancestry, some of them even born and raised 

in Europe and European culture. 

 This combination of foreign religion and foreign ancestry of the attackers gave 

rise to a heated public debate about the nature of terrorism, Islam and European culture. 

The questions that became central to the political discourse of all European countries have 

been how to best combat terrorism, how to deal with Muslim communities and Muslim 

immigration and, perhaps most excruciatingly, what drove young people that were born 

in Europe and could, from the beginning of their lives, enjoy its liberties and luxuries, to 

strike at it and to kill in the name of ideologies that vow to destroy it. Sadly, but 

unsurprisingly, the situation spawned alarmists and extremists of all possible kinds, who 

make broad and sweeping statements about whole communities and advocate various 

undemocratic and illiberal solutions to both real and imagined problems. 

 After the initial wave of arguments from both the public, political and scientific 

sphere, about the connections between culture or religion (specifically, Islam) and 

terrorism and all the various signs of radicalisation that can possibly be identified in a 

person before he or she commits a violent crime, there came a sort of a backlash. 

Terrorism has no religion, many claimed indignantly. Instead, factors often outside of 

one's control, such as economic deprivation and social exclusion, drive individuals to 

violence. The ostensible Islamic justifications for terrorism are false and European society 

is wrong to believe that there is any actual connection between Islam and terrorism. After 

all, Europe has experienced way worse cases of terrorism that was not in any way linked 

to Islam – instead, it was communist, Nazi, or even Christian – so what we are 

experiencing is nothing new and nothing that would call for any sort of extreme measures. 

 One of the terrorist campaigns comments such as these have in mind, is the thirty 
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years of violence in one of the wealthiest and strongest Western European nations, the 

United Kingdom, called, with typical British dryness, 'The Troubles.' Since 1968 until 

1998, paramilitaries of mainly Catholic, but also Protestant, faith have killed more than 

3,500 and injured more than 47,000 people in Northern Ireland, as well as in Éire, Britain, 

and mainland Europe. 

 This year we have celebrated 20th anniversary of peace in Northern Ireland. The 

conflict, although long and bloody, seems to be quite unknown, or perhaps happily 

forgotten, in Europe, as well as in Britain itself. Its direct participants are only 

occasionally remembered as 'Christian terrorists' in debates about contemporary 

European Islamic terrorism. It is my opinion that the study of 'The Troubles' is of utmost 

importance for any European of today who wishes to reach at least some understanding 

of the nature of violence that seems to them to be foreign, abnormal, and horrifying. After 

all, it was mostly citizens of the UK, who, for thirty years, tore at her side, leaving 

thousands of dead and maimed in their wake. If one could understand what drove the 

Catholic Belfast youngsters in the 1970s, perhaps the motivations of today's young 

Parisian Muslims could be made clearer. Alternatively, if one was to find that the case of 

Northern Ireland was critically different from what we are experiencing today, that, as 

well, would be a helpful step forward in a debate, which, outside the scholarly circles, 

seems to be as incoherent as it is furious. 

 Given the enormity of the issues of both contemporary and past terrorism, I intend 

to focus on the Northern Ireland only. Fifty years since the start of the conflict and twenty 

years after its official end, the time passed allows a researcher a substantial benefit of 

hindsight, sometimes denied to those who ponder the complexities of the current War On 

Terror. Half a century after the disturbances started in the North of the Emerald Isle, the 

amount of existing literature on the issue is enormous. My intent is to add to the literature 

that concerns the fundamental question that arises in every mind upon encountering yet 

another act of terrorist violence: why? What drives a person to commit such a deed? More 

specifically, what drives a citizen of the UK, one of the wealthiest and most tolerant 

countries of the world, to attack his or her homeland? 

 Unsurprisingly, there already exists a large (gigantic, rather) volume of literature 

written in attempt to discern this dark and tragic mystery, whether in the particular case 

of Northern Ireland, in the case of contemporary Islamist terrorism or in any other case 

of seemingly senseless violence that can be found in this world. For this reason, I'd like 

to return to the debate mentioned above, that is, about whether terrorism is driven by the 
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ideology it uses to justify itself or whether any such ideology is but a function, a 

consequence, of the actual underlying reasons and triggers, which tend to be of economic 

or social nature and connected to the minority status of the community producing 

terrorists. 

 Therefore, drawing on the case study of Irish Catholic minority in Northern 

Ireland, this study seeks to contribute to a better understanding of the motives for 

terrorist radicalisation among religious and ethnic minorities. 

 On the following pages, I shall first establish the necessary terminology. Then a 

theory will be presented, which I will use to interpret the data found in various sources, 

some of which will be reviewed. Afterwards, I shall formulate the research question and 

outline the method of my research. After a brief explanation of historical and cultural 

context, I will come to the core of the work, the gathering and interpretation of the reasons 

for terrorist radicalisation among Northern Irish Catholics. 
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1 Establishing the terminology 

 

 In this chapter, I will define the terminology which will be used throughout my 

work. 

 First, I will deal with the issue of defining terrorism in a way suitable for this work. 

Second, I will prepare a definitional background for approaching Northern Irish Catholics 

as a minority. 

 

1.1 Working definition of terrorism 

  

 Finding a universally accepted definition of terrorism proved to be an 

insurmountable task so far. While all the countries in some way touched by this sinister 

phenomenon have developed their own legal definitions, best suiting their particular 

views of the problem, there has been no agreement in the international forums of the 

United Nations on what exactly does and does not constitute an act of terrorism or what 

defines a terrorist as a person.1  It has been the very existence of issues such as The 

Troubles (or, for example, Israeli-Palestinian conflict) that has prevented the international 

community from reaching a decisive conclusion. While the acts of IRA and other 

Northern Irish paramilitary organizations have been condemned by a majority of 

countries, there still were and are enough people who tend to claim forcefully that IRA 

are not terrorists, but freedom fighters, resisting foreign occupation or domestic 

oppression. Same is or has been claimed of various paramilitary groups across the world 

and throughout history – and their classification may sometimes even change as history 

and politics progress (the Afghan mujahedeen being a good example). 

 This thesis cannot aspire to miraculously untie (or cut apart) this Gordian knot of 

mutually exclusive claims and allegations, and it is not its purpose nor intent. The most 

that can be done is to acknowledge openly the bias with which it will work. As the very 

wording of the research question suggests, in this work, the acts of IRA are considered to 

be terrorist in nature and its members to be terrorists. This is despite all the claims (not 

only by the members of the IRA) that their struggle was a military campaign, waged 

against legitimate targets. At the same time, the purpose of the following pages is to 

                                                 
1BLACKBOURN, Jessie. The evolving definition of terrorism in UK law. Behavioral Sciences of 

Terrorism and Political Aggression. 2011, 3(2), pp. 131-132 
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understand the motives and reasons of why those terrorists became what they became. 

Hence, if a side of a dispute is joined, it is not done without a sincere attempt to understand 

the other side – that is, after all, one of the main purposes of this work. 

 Since this thesis is concerned exclusively with Troubles-era IRA terrorism, which, 

in its absolute majority, took place within the United Kingdom, it is very convenient that 

for more than half a century, legislation on terrorism existed in that country as a direct 

reaction to the activities of IRA. If we use, therefore, the definition of terrorist activity, 

and terrorist as a person, from the UK laws of that time, we are provided with a very 

fitting tool to define the kind of person whose motivations we are going to be examining. 

That is notwithstanding the fact that, aside from actual terrorists, also a number of 

innocent people have been unjustly jailed for terrorism-related offences during The 

Troubles. 

 The possibly first anti-terrorist legislation in the UK (perhaps surprisingly) did not 

explicitly operate with the terms “terrorism, terrorist,” but it was, nevertheless, clearly 

understood to be dealing with such.2 It was passed in 1922 and was valid in Northern 

Ireland only. This inherent and openly acknowledged presupposition of terrorism being 

exclusively bound to the “Irish affairs” remained a staple of UK anti-terrorism law until 

late 20th century. This act, first bringing about the infamous institution of possible 

temporally unlimited internment without trial, implicitly defined terrorist as someone 

“whose behaviour is of such a nature as to give reasonable grounds for suspecting that 

he has acted or is acting or is about to act in a manner prejudicial to the preservation of 

the peace or maintenance of order.”3 

 In 1939, on the brink of the second world war, an anti-terrorist act was passed in 

Great Britain, which was aimed against persons “concerned in the preparation or 

instigation of (…) acts of violence designed to influence public opinion or government 

policy with respect to Irish affairs.”4 In 1972, at the height of The Troubles, a similar act 

was passed for the Northern Ireland, which defined terrorism as “the use of violence for 

political ends and includes any use of violence for the purpose of putting the public or 

any section of the public in fear.”5  As this act was only provisional, it was in 1973 

                                                 
2BLACKBOURN, Jessie. The evolving definition of terrorism in UK law. Behavioral Sciences of 

Terrorism and Political Aggression. 2011, 3(2), p. 134 
3NORTHERN IRELAND PARLIAMENT. Civil Authorities (Special Powers) Act (NorthernIreland) 

1922. Belfast: HMSO. 1922. pp. 13–14. 
4UNITED KINGDOM PARLIAMENT. Prevention of Violence (Temporary Provisions) Act 1939. 

       London: HMSO. 1939. p.1. 
5
     UNITED KINGDOM PARLIAMENT(1972). The Detention of Terrorists (Northern Ireland) Order 
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replaced by/incorporated into another, which included also an explicit definition of a 

terrorist as ‘a person who is or has been concerned in the commission or attempted 

commission of any act of terrorism or in directing, organising or training persons for the 

purpose of terrorism.’6 This definition was included with the purpose of creating a legal 

tool to prosecute persons involved in terrorism-related activities, but not personally 

committing violent acts.7 

 These definitions, tailor-made to enable efficient prosecution of people involved 

with the IRA, shall be used as a basis for this work. While the IRA claimed that they were 

not terrorists targeting innocents, but instead soldiers, hitting legitimate targets, they 

acknowledged, openly and among themselves, that their goal is to make British 

involvement in Northern Ireland so costly in the eyes of the public, that the British 

government will be forced to withdraw. This clearly fits the 1972 Northern Irish definition 

as well as the 1939 British one. If we operate with these definitions as valid (for the area 

of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland), we can, therefore, in their 

spirit, consider the members of IRA to be terrorists. 

 

 1.2 Working definition of a minority 

 

 In this sub-chapter, I shall briefly outline two possible ways of defining a minority. 

Given the fluid nature of the term and the specifics of the situation I intend to apply it to, 

I will elaborate further on the application of these definitions in the next chapter. 

 Cambridge dictionary provides us with the following definition of a minority: “a 

group of people of a particular race or nationality living in a country or area where most 

people are from a different race or nationality 8 .” While such a definition seems 

understandable and useful enough (especially if we consider that it can be broadened to 

include also religious or other minorities), it is worth it to consider the topic for a while 

longer. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica defines a minority as “a culturally, ethnically, or 

                                                 
       1972 (publication no. 1972 no. 1632). London: HMSO. 1972, p. 2. 
6UNITED KINGDOM PARLIAMENT(1973). Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions Act 

1973).London: HMSO. 1973,p. 16. 
7BLACKBOURN, Jessie. The evolving definition of terrorism in UK law. Behavioral Sciences of 

Terrorism and Political Aggression. 2011, 3(2), p. 135. 
8Ethnic minority. [online]. Cambridge dictionary. [accessed 2018-05-10]. Available at: 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ethnic-minority. 
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racially distinct group that coexists with but is subordinate to a more dominant group.” 

It further adds that “as the term is used in the social sciences, this subordinancy is the 

chief defining characteristic of a minority group.”9 At the same time, UK's censuses also 

work with term 'minority,' using it more in line of the Cambridge dictionary definition 

stated above. It is highly unlikely that official UK organs would conceive of minorities 

living within the country as “subordinate,” as Encyclopaedia Britannica defines them (in 

the 21st century, anyway). The subordinancy as a defining characteristic is useful because 

of enabling us to neatly categorize various disenfranchised groups as “minorities” without 

having to do a head-count (this might, most typically, apply to women or blacks in 

apartheid-era South African republic). This simplification, however, comes at a cost of a 

reduced terminological clarity, which is hardly a desirable development. 

 Despite the problematic implications of such a treatment of language, the defining 

characteristic of subordinancy is an interesting and useful one, as shall be explored in the 

next chapter. Because of the specific complexities of the Northern Irish case, a brief 

historical explanation is needed before we start with the application of the definitions 

cited above. 

 

 

                                                 
9 THE EDITORS OF ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. Minority. [online]. Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

[accessed 2018-05-10]. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/minority. 

        



8 

 

2 Theory and literature review 

 

 When examining the data used for this thesis, I shall be using a fairly recent theory 

of radicalisation, called Radicalisation Puzzle. This theory seems to have been developed 

mainly with contemporary Islamist terrorism in mind, therefore I consider it useful to test 

its general applicability it on the quite unique case of Northern Ireland as well. 

 The theory, as explained in The Radicalization Puzzle: A Theoretical Synthesis 

of Empirical Approaches to Homegrown Extremism by Mohammed Hafez and 

Creighton Mullins,  could be considered a combination of some of the features of 

previously established theories in the way that it attempts to contain within itself the 

complexity of all the concurrent processes and influences which may, under certain 

circumstances, in the end produce a terrorist. All these various factors are categorised in 

four main groups, imagined as pieces of a puzzle that click into each other. The four pieces 

are grievances, networks, ideologies and support structures. For every terrorist, some 

pieces may be more decisive than others. One of the most important features of this theory 

is its abandonment of radicalisation as a linear process, in which an individual passes 

through rigidly defined phases and which ends with an act of violence. The greater 

flexibility and absence of linear understanding of violent radicalisation will prove very 

useful in considering the Northern Irish case. 

 As a complementary tool to the Radicalisation Puzzle, I shall employ the 

Micromobilization theory as described in From Peaceful Protest to Guerrilla War: 

Micromobilization of the Provisional Irish Republican Army by Robert W. White. 

Its principles are very similar to those of Radicalisation Puzzle (albeit more linear), but 

provide an interesting added perspective. The theory presupposes the existence of 

grievance in a form of repression. A violent reaction to this repression then happens if the 

repressing authority is viewed as illegitimate, political violence is viewed as acceptable 

and viable solution and individuals expect other members of their community to come to 

similar conclusions about the matter. 

 To test the validity of the above theories for the Northern Ireland's case, I need to 

collect as wide a range of sources as possible. Generally, three kinds of sources identifying 

the reasons for terrorist radicalisation in Northern Ireland are available: studies based on 

surveys with a larger number of respondents, individual personal testimonies, and other 

sources, possibly making use of combination of the above and other data. 
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 Two prominent examples of the group surveys are The IRA and Armed Struggle 

by Rogelio Alonso and Leading to Peace: Prisoner Resistance and Leadership 

Development in the IRA and Sinn Fein by Claire Delisle. 

 Alonso's book is based on a thorough research, consisting, among else, of 

interviews with a very large sample of former IRA members. It is predominantly those 

interviews, spanning the whole length of The Troubles in their contents, on which Alonso 

builds his argument. In his book, he shows how the IRA recruited its members and how 

it approached the whole issue of armed struggle. Alonso's main argument is that majority 

of new IRA recruits tended to be very young and that the IRA seized them in an 

emotionally vulnerable state, giving their anger and aggression a frame with its ideology 

after it has given them the opportunity to commit violence. He also goes on to explore the 

cynical and, in a way, incompetent way the IRA led its struggle, namely the Hunger 

Strikes. He also argues that the organisation had basically sold out its principles in the 

1990s peace process, implying that it had been cynically lying to its members the whole 

time. 

 It seems quite obvious that while Alonso might have understanding for the 

grievances of Northern Irish Catholics, he holds a deep loathing for the IRA. Whether this 

loathing has a problematic impact on his work, such as whether it would leave him to 

cherry-pick evidence from his interviews that makes the IRA and its members look 

generally less competent and rational than they in reality were, is of course hard to judge. 

The book, however, has a logical structure, makes sense and its argument holds. The wide 

range of interviews and context it provides, make it one of the most important sources of 

this thesis. 

 Delisle's PhD thesis deals with the organisation of IRA in the prisons, therefore its 

main point does not provide much material for this thesis. It, however, contains a rather 

large chapter on motives for entering the IRA, based on a large number of interviews. 

 The author openly states in the beginning that she has been personally involved 

with the Republican movement for quite some time. Even if such a disclaimer was omitted, 

the tone of the work would give it away. Delisle has almost a personal beef with Alonso 

and much of her arguments in the motivation chapter deal with counter-argumenting him. 

She attempts to debunk his argument of IRA recruits being essentially misled youngsters. 

The interviews she brings are certainly very valuable, but do not always necessarily prove 

her sweeping assertions of high political maturity of the IRA recruits. 

 While Alonso downplays the importance of ideology in favour of reactive juvenile 
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aggression as a cause for radicalisation and Delisle claims the contrary, there are other 

other well-argued views as well, presented by Paul Stokes in  ‘The Troubles’ In 

Northern Ireland, 1968-2005: A Case Of Humiliation, and William Cunningham in 

Violent Conflict in Northern Ireland: Complex Life at the Edge of Chaos 

 Paul Stokes' main focus is on the role of community self-perception in the 

Northern Irish conflict and the key concepts of shame, humiliation and honour. He 

identifies the relationship of the two communities as dysfunctional and plagued by a 

surprising similarity between them. The two communities are unable to formulate their 

actual problems, which lie in a deeply rooted feeling of humiliation and insecurity, and 

instead choose a confrontational rhetoric of topics, on which they clash perpetually. 

Stokes claims that in the case of Northern Ireland, the separation is not a consequence of 

the conflict but its cause. 

 William Cunningham provides a high-quality overview of the history, underlying 

causes and context of the Northern Irish conflict. Similarly to Stokes, he identifies the 

key issues of the conflict in the area of community self-perception and history. An 

emotional investment into the conflict (in the form of personal sacrifice or dead or 

imprisoned relatives or friends) makes reconciliation hard for many, as they cannot accept 

anything less than a complete victory after so much has been given to the cause. The issue 

of security is paramount for both the communities in Cunningham's article, as he claims 

that no working peace deal can be struck unless both the communities feel safe (this need 

complicating the reform of security forces and disarming of the paramilitaries). 

 Cunningham also makes use of the „Personal pathway model“ of radicalisation, 

in which a potential terrorist becomes in his or her mind a representative or a saviour of 

a suffering community.  Connected to this concept is the tendency of aggrieved 

communities to be unable to understand the suffering of the opposing community – 

instead, the grievances are monopolised. 

 A former IRA gunman and hunger striker tells his story by Gerry Moriarty,  

and The Lying by Sean O'Callaghan are typical examples of the personal accounts kind 

of source. 

 Laurence McKeown describes to Moriarty how he encountered discrimination and 

violence when growing up in a Catholic community, then joined the IRA with a quite 

simplistic ideology in mind, fought and was imprisoned. He is a supporter of the peace 

process, but maintains that it could not have been achieved without violence. 

 Sean O'Callaghan was a member of the IRA, who later defected to the British side 
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and worked as an informer. He describes his idealistic left-winged reasons for joining the 

IRA and his subsequent bitter disillusionment with the bigoted sectarianism that he 

encountered within the organisation. According to O'Callaghan, most young recruits in 

the IRA were essentially disaffected young men fascinated with adventure and guns and 

were cynically abused by the hateful senior figures of the IRA. His claims generally agree 

with the conclusions reached by Alonso. 

 O'Callaghan's honesty has been challenged in a number of cases by various 

Republican figures, and he has been accused of making up stories about some aspects of 

his involvement with the IRA. It is very obvious from the tone of the article that the 

disillusionment with the Republican movement has made him an exact opposite of what 

he used to be, therefore it is not hard to believe that his picture of the IRA is murkier than 

would be necessary. However, when combined with other testimonies, his claims relevant 

to this thesis seem to be plausible, if not necessarily applicable to every single IRA-man. 

 The given reasons for radicalisation, thus, not unlike with the survey-based 

sources, range from personal grievances with community-wide implications to ideology, 

more or less covering the pieces of the puzzle as defined by Hafez and Mullins. Most of 

the grievances described, however, are connected with sectarianism or state violence. The 

possible economic and other grievances are addressed by John Whyte. 

  In How much discrimination was there under the unionist regime, 1921-68?, 

Whyte thoroughly explores both Nationalist and Unionist claims regarding the alleged 

discrimination or oppression of the Catholic minority in Northern Ireland, using hard 

sociological data and surveys as evidence. He concludes that while the discrimination was 

nowhere near the apartheid-like levels as the Republican propaganda would paint it, pre-

Troubles Northern Ireland was also far from trouble-less in this regard. The 

discrimination, perhaps surprisingly significantly varied from area to area in both 

geographical and other senses. While the oft-mentioned discrimination in the housing 

allocation was surprisingly rare, the discrimination in public employment was worse, and 

gerrymandering of districts for local elections was very dire. 

 All the above literature (and other pieces as well) identifies various reasons for 

terrorist radicalisation during The Troubles and even occasionally compares the 

prevalence of one kind of reasons over others, such as grievances over ideology or 

violence over economic deprivation. It does not, however, directly and thoroughly address 

the possible causal dependency of the radicalising factors. The question, especially 

relevant today, of whether the ideology, driving many of the Northern Irish terrorists, was 
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dependent on the other reasons, such as economic or other deprivation, or whether it 

existed and had influence on its own, stands. The answer can be inferred from the existing 

literature, but it is not explicitly and in sufficient depth presented in a single piece of 

writing. This is a shortcoming this thesis aims to amend. 
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3 Research question 

 

 The aim of my work is to construct, from the existing materials on terrorism and 

Northern Ireland, an answer to the following question: 

 In the case of terrorist radicalization of Northern Irish Catholics (being both 

national and a religious minority in the Northern Ireland and de facto also in the UK) 

during 'The Troubles', was ideology only a function of Catholics' socio-economic 

grievances, or a standalone, individually decisive factor? 

 As is apparent from the question, I will only be concerned with the Catholic 

violence, centred around various incarnations of Irish Republican Army, and only during 

'The Troubles' (the specific dates will be outlined in the theoretical section of the work). 

While the Protestant violence also presents an important and fascinating topic, I consider 

it to be less generally applicable to the circumstances of today's troubles with terrorism. 

 Even with the Catholic/Republican violence, of course, one must be extremely 

wary when drawing parallels between historical cases and contemporary processes or 

events. I believe, however, that even the fairly unique case of Northern Ireland is able to 

provide both the researchers and the wider public of today with a number of valid lessons 

about minorities and counter-terrorism. Such lessons are even more important as the 

British public, not mentioning the wider European, let alone American, public, seems to 

have happily forgotten all about Northern Ireland and the people that live there. While 

that may be interpreted as a sign of the best possible state of affairs in that area, in a world 

that is far from safe, perfect and immobile, such a complacent ignorance could prove too 

costly to those who would indulge in it. 
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4 Method 

 

 In this chapter, I will explain the method which will be used to answer the principal 

question of the thesis. 

 After providing necessary historical and cultural context in the chapter 5, in 

chapter 6 I will work with three broad categories of sources, each of which will be 

examined in a separate sub-chapter. First category are individual testimonies of direct 

witnesses or participants of 'The Troubles.' Second category consists of surveys, 

conducted by other researchers on larger population samples of either individuals akin to 

those used in the first category, or other fitting groups of respondents. In the third sub-

chapter I will deal with other sources, such as media pieces or other scientific articles 

dealing with the Northern Ireland but not predominantly based on surveys or interviews. 

 This division of sources allows me to compare and put together similar kinds of 

data and to create usable pictures or narratives before constructing the final overarching 

point of my work. Such final construction will be carried out in the sub-chapter 6.4. 

 It is difficult to quantify, in any meaningful way, the reasons for terrorist 

radicalisation as they have been stated by various people in the circumstances of various 

survey, interviews, articles and (auto)biographies. If I compare the frequencies of stated 

reasons, the quantitative data such a comparison will produce should not be taken as a 

solid, all-encompassing proof of actual frequency, but rather as a limited guide to what 

seems important to how many sources (bearing in mind that a single source does not 

automatically equate a single person and that the methodology of various surveys I am 

drawing on may differ). It is even quite possible that the sources influence each other – 

that is valid for both scientific research and individual testimonies of various IRA 

members. 

 Nevertheless, in each of the categories mentioned above, I shall aggregate the data 

I gathered and make a list of all the stated reasons (and their frequency) for terrorist 

radicalisation. In the sub-chapter 6.4, I will combine all the three lists and draw an 

imagined mental map of terrorist radicalisation of Northern Irish Catholics, which will 

show how the various given reasons are connected to each other and what are their 

respective frequencies in the data I studied. In this subchapter, I will also relate all the 

reasons to the (self)perception of Northern Irish Catholics as a minority within the UK. 

 I will use the theoretical concepts outlined in chapter 2 to interpret the data and 
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the relations between the various reasons for radicalisation. The frequency of the reasons, 

their categories (socio-economic as opposed to ideological) and especially their 

relationship to each other and to the minority status of the surveyed group will, in the end, 

help me answer the research question. 
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5 Northern Irish Catholics as a minority 

 

 This chapter onfronts the established general definitions with the specifics of the 

Northern Irish case. Before moving on to the possibilities and peculiarities of Northern 

Irish Catholics' classification as a minority, it is first necessary to briefly explore the 

history of the relationship between Ireland and England/Great Britain, the traditional 

perceptions of the Irish in British culture and politics, and the background and evolution 

of The Troubles. These will be the topics of the following sub-chapters, after which the 

conclusion on the matter of Northern Irish Catholics' minority status will come. 

 

5.1 Historical relationship of Ireland and England/Great Britain 

 

 The Celtic inhabitants of Ireland, living there since roughly 600 B.C., have been 

partially Christianised towards the end of the Roman empire. In the 7th century A.D., the 

church (differing in certain practices but not separate from the Roman church) has already 

been very strong there, sending missions from Ireland to pagan England, Wales and 

Scotland. At that time, Ireland was an important centre of education and culture,10 but 

remained fractured into many clan-based kingdoms with only occasional monarchs 

claiming the title of Irish over-kings. 

 First English incursion into Ireland happened in 1169, as an exiled king sought aid 

from Normans settled in England and Wales to regain his lands. His campaign was soon 

taken over by English king Henry II (supported by a papal bull describing the sinful 

practices of the Irish) in order to prevent an emergence of rival Norman kingdom on the 

isles. As the Normans modernised and changed Ireland, they themselves became 

Gaelicised to such an extent that the English felt the need to issue laws forbidding the use 

of Irish language by non-Irish inhabitants of the English-controlled part of Ireland.11 

Nevertheless, the English influence in Ireland shrank considerably over the centuries. 

 In 1523, Henry VIII sought to subjugate Ireland in reaction to Irish support for 

Yorkist pretenders and also because he feared that Ireland might become a base of attack 

on England by her continental rivals (a fear reappearing throughout history, affirmed by 
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the Irish themselves, who aligned with the Spanish, French and Germans against England 

at various points in time). There was very heavy fighting especially in the Ulster area, 

where Spain landed an expeditionary force. In order to successfully pacify this especially 

stubborn part of the island, Plantation of Ulster was founded. Land was taken from some 

of the defeated Irish Catholic owners and re-distributed among protestant settlers from 

England and Scotland in an attempt to completely drive out the Catholic and Irish 

population out of the area. This was not entirely successful as the settlers still had to hire 

Irish labour and were occasionally attacked and driven out by Irish rebels.12 

 After the Catholic Irish backed the Stuarts in their war with the English parliament, 

the island was reconquered in a bloody war by Oliver Cromwell and the plantation was 

re-established amid much guerilla fighting and atrocities committed by both sides, which 

reduced the island's population by roughly twenty percent.13 The Catholic population was 

also, since the beginning of the 17th century, severely disenfranchised by the so-called 

Penal laws, and deliberately under-represented in the Irish parliament. 

 Throughout the 18th century, a number of secret armed Catholic societies aimed 

at fighting the economic injustices imposed on their community sprung up throughout the 

country. The Protestants reacted with the establishment of the Orange order, laying 

foundations of paramilitary activity in the centuries to come. Towards the end of the 

century, the Anglo-Irish elites pushed Britain for a greater autonomy for the island. They 

won some concessions, but an unsuccessful French-backed armed rebellion by the 

republican movement led by Wolfe Tone, which aimed for an establishment of a non-

sectarian republic, prompted Britain to revert the changes and instead disband the Irish 

parliament and incorporate the island more firmly into the United Kingdom by an act of 

union. 

 During the 19th century, the state started to provide education for broader masses 

of people, but only in English, which, in combination with the Potato famine and 

subsequent emigration led to a near extinction of the Irish Gaelic language. The famine 

was caused by a combination of factors, some of which were the laws enforcing breaking-

up of catholic-owned lands (forcing the owners to grow potatoes exclusively as the only 

crop that would sustain them on such a small property) and inefficient absentee 

landowners based in Britain. As the potato blight destroyed the crops, the consequences 

                                                 
12FRANK, Jan. Irsko. Praha: Libri, 2006. p. 48   
13 DORNEY, John. From Catastrophe to Baby Boom – Population Change in Early Modern Ireland 1641-

1741. The Irish Story [online].     
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were further exacerbated by the government's slow and inefficient response and 

adherence to strict laissez-faire policy. The island was exporting food during the whole 

famine, which killed around a million people. Roughly another million also left, 14 

predominantly for Britain or the United States, the latter of which became the home of a 

large community still upholding their Irish roots. During and after the famine, there have 

been rebellions in both Ireland and in the USA, in which Fenian rebels raided the British-

controlled Canada. The potato famine, having reduced the island's population by roughly 

a quarter, remains an important motif of tragedy and British oppression in Irish national 

memory. 

 Towards the end of the century, the calls for Ireland's Home rule strengthened and 

the reform was pushed through the British parliament. This was much to the dismay of 

many of the predominantly Protestant Unionists, who saw in all the reforms an 

endangerment of their centuries old exceptional position and a possibility of being left by 

Britain at mercy of Catholics.15 The Ulster Volunteers have been founded in response to 

the coming Home Rule, and the Irish Volunteers as a response to them, setting a stage for 

a civil war. The Home rule was to be implemented roughly at the time First world war 

broke out. Its establishment was postponed for the duration of the war. During the war, 

hundreds of thousands of Unionists and Nationalists alike volunteered for service in the 

British army, both camps hoping to influence the British government in their favour in 

the question of Home rule. 

 During the war, however, more radical fraction of the Irish Volunteers split and 

formed the Irish Brotherhood, which staged an uprising and proclaimed an Irish republic 

in 1916. The uprising was quelled in six days and received very little support from the 

general Irish public. It was only the harsh British treatment of the (real or suspected) 

insurgents that turned the public opinion against the crown.16 

 Although the party as an organisation did not have much to do with the uprising, 

the rebellion was frequently connected with Sinn Féin by the British. The Irish public's 

growing resentments toward Britain after the uprising and also after the attempt to impose 

conscription in Ireland materialized in Sinn Féin's decisive victory in the 1918 elections 

over the more moderate Irish Parliamentary Party. The Sinn Fein MPs did not take their 

seats in the Westminster, instead they established the Irish Dáil and on 21st January 1919 
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they proclaimed the existence of Irish republic. 

 On the same day, four members of the Irish Volunteers, who would, in the course 

of 1920, become known as Irish Republican Army (IRA), have attacked and killed two 

Royal Irish Constables. While certainly not the first act of political violence in Ireland in 

this period, this event is considered to be the start of Irish War of Independence. It is 

interesting to note the way one of the Volunteers explains the motivations behind the 

attack: 

 “...we took the action deliberately, having thought over the matter and talked it 

over between us. Treacy had stated to me that the only way of starting a war was to kill 

someone, and we wanted to start a war, so we intended to kill some of the police whom 

we looked upon as the foremost and most important branch of the enemy forces. The only 

regret that we had following the ambush was that there were only two policemen in it, 

instead of the six we had expected.”17 

 The policemen shot were both Catholic and their parish strongly condemned the 

attack, calling them “martyrs of duty.” 

 First, the violence was sporadic and, like the Easter rising, without much public 

support. It was the brutal response of United Kingdom and employment of paramilitary 

groups ill-trained for the policing purpose they were supposed to fulfil, which, in time, 

turned the Irish public opinion in favour of the Republic. During the whole war, British 

army was not seriously challenged by the IRA in conventional military terms, but the 

Republic succeeded in replacing the British administration in many areas of today's Éire, 

creating a parallel state that gained legitimacy in the eyes of the public. 

 At the same time, United Kingdom attempted to proceed with the planned 

devolution by the Government of Ireland Act 1920, dividing the island into two devolved 

territories with two parliaments – one in the six counties of the North and one in the 26 

counties in the South. While the Southern parliament and government never functioned, 

being supplanted by the Republic, the one in the North did. 

 Catholic church was vehemently opposed to Republican violence and the pope 

called both sides of the conflict to cease the fighting and negotiate. This finally happened 

in the summer of 1921. In the December, the so-called irish Free State became a reality 

in the southern 26 counties of the island, whereas the Northern six counties, ruled by their 

Protestant majority, chose to opt out of the Free State and remain within the UK. In the 
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Free state, a civil war erupted between opponents and supporters of this treaty 

(Republicans and Nationalists), ending in 1923 with the Nationalist victory. The IRA, 

however, did not accept the partition of the island, nor either of the two political entities 

on it, as legitimate. Harkening back to the 1921 Dáil of the Republic which claimed the 

whole Ireland, IRA considered itself to be the only legitimate political entity there. 

 The history described above gave the Irish Republicans a wide array of symbols, 

models and tactics on which they could call in what they perceived as other iterations of 

the same, age-old struggle. 

5.2. The Irish through Britain's eyes 

 

 The image of the Irish changed throughout the history with the circumstances, but 

was almost always defined by an existing political and often military antagonism between 

the English/British and the Irish. It served to justify and explain the British incursions 

into Ireland and later the dominion of Britain over Ireland. The modern stereotypes of the 

Irish bear remnants of these old purpose-driven narratives and, perhaps more organically, 

added new ones, connected to the contemporary issues connected to the other island, such 

as work-related immigration, economic differences and of course The Troubles. 

 The papal bull Laudabiliter, used to justify English/Norman invasion of Ireland in 

1169, could be considered one of the first recorded instances of politically driven anti-

Irish slanders from the English side. Although both the nations were Catholic at that 

moment, the motif of Irish religious perversion, very prominent since the times of English 

reformation, was already present. The Irish were portrayed as uncivilised and sinful.18 

 During the times of reformation, their stubborn adherence to Catholic religion 

became a staple of anti-Irish prejudice,19 as two prominent enemies of England, Spain 

and France, were also Catholic. 

 In the 18th and 19th century, with the ideas of enlightenment gaining prominence, 

the Irish were portrayed as backward, perhaps not doing ill out of complete wretchedness 

of character, but because they did not know better. Often graphically represented as 

dangerous brutes and ogres, with the emergence of Darwinism and racial theories, they 

were also  likened to apes or Africans, believed to be an inferior race.20 

                                                 
18HULL, Eleanor. A History of Ireland and Her People [online]. 1931.   
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 With the resurgence of violence in Irish affairs, the previous pictures were 

enhanced with a stereotype of Irishman as a dangerous anarchist, armed with a 

blunderbuss or a keg of gunpowder.21 This was also the time of the famine and massive 

emmigration to England and other parts of anglophone world. “The sole places that 

seemed to prosper amid the general blight of the place, were the public-houses; and in 

them, the lowest orders of Irish were wrangling with might and main,”22 Charles Dickens 

describes London's poor districts in Oliver Twist. “The judgement of God sent the calamity 

to teach the Irish a lesson, that calamity must not be too much mitigated. …The real evil 

with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the Famine, but the moral evil 

of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people,”23 were the words of sir 

Charles Trevelyan, charged with famine relief for Ireland. It is debatable how common 

such extreme opinions were in the British society, but it can be safely maintained, that the 

Irish were viewed as a religious, political, and also a social problem. The degree of hate, 

or, on the contrary, patronising leniency towards them depended on individual. 

 As the importance of Irish Catholicism waned (except in the eyes of radical 

protestants), the social and security motifs with racist undertones remained and morphed 

with time. “Nor Irish need apply” signs were not unheard of even in post-war Britain,24 

which was the target destination for many emigrants from poor, rural Free State/Republic, 

and even recently, the belief that Irish are naturally less intelligent or less honourable 

seemed to persist even among some high ranking politicians and businessmen.25 

 In the Northern Ireland, there was also a fear that the Catholics migt, because of 

their high natality, in time overcome the Protestant population and become a majority.26 

 In the second half of 20th century, the Irish living in Britain were faced with 

assumptions about their relationship to alcohol,27 number of children, intelligence28 and 
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general moral qualities (there is a stereotype of an Irishman as a trickster or a swindler).29 

The Troubles did not help the prejudices either.30 

 It is important to note that there seems to be a limited understanding of the intricate 

affairs of Northern Ireland in the British public. Unionists' British identity is sometimes 

ignored and they are sometimes targeted by the same crude Irish stereotypes as 

Catholics,31 but since the overall population of Catholic inhabitants of the island is larger, 

the Catholic Irish (including those from Éire) tend to be targets of such prejudice more 

often. 

 

5.3 Inception of Northern Ireland and 'The Troubles' 

 

 Northern Ireland was born as an instrument of compromise between arguably 

irreconcilable demands of Irish nationalists and Unionists as they manifested during the 

Home rule crisis and subsequent violent years. Majority of the Ireland's Unionists lived 

in the six north-eastern counties of the historical Ulster province of Ireland. In an attempt 

to satisfy the rebellious Irish and not hand over the loyal British subjects to the raging 

mobs, the island was partitioned into two entities, roughly corresponding to the sectarian 

and political lines. Roughly is the key word in this issue, as around a third of the 

population that remained in the UK was Catholic and a significant number of Protestants 

also stayed in the Free State. There was some migration of Protestants to the North and 

Catholics to the South in the following years, but there remained a significant Catholic 

majority in the North nevertheless. 

 During the war of Independence, IRA was also active in the North, but as it could 

not rely on the same level of support as in other areas, its actions were limited. In 1921, it 

had to acknowledge that its operations serve no other purpose than to draw protestant 

wrath upon their Catholic neighbours. Indeed, sectarian violence was much more 

prominent in the North than in other parts of the island, as Protestants felt acutely 

threatened by rebellious Catholic hordes, having the bloody uprisings of the 17th century 
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against British planters still in memory. The Catholics were the principal victims of 

violence in the North in this period.32 

 Hence, much like in the previous centuries, Protestant population, or at least much 

of its political representatives felt the need to secure their superior position vis-a-vis the 

Catholics to prevent any possibility of a change of the status quo. The most obvious 

instrument used for achieving this was the gerrymandering of voting districts which 

greatly favoured the Protestants, reducing the Catholic voting power even in very Catholic 

areas. This practice was interwoven with retaining an electoral system abolished in Great 

Britain after 1945 which allowed only an owner of a household and his wife to vote and 

which gave more votes to businesses.33 

 Another significant manifestation of this effort was the increasingly significant 

under-representation of Catholics in public service and the police (Royal Ulster 

Constabulary), which affirmed in Catholics the conviction that the state and its forces 

were Protestant and sectarian in nature.34 Internment without trial, a measure meant to 

quell the sectarian violence without regard to a creed, also was used predominantly 

against Catholics.35 

 Also present was the discrimination of Catholics on the labour market (made 

easier by the fact that most bigger businesses in the country have been in Protestant hands, 

as the Protestants were, on the whole, a more affluent strata of the society), and in the 

allocation of housing36  as well as issuing of building permits.37  The generally higher 

wealth of the Protestants (and thus higher probability of owning a business) and the 

discrimination in housing in combination with the electoral system described above 

helped Protestants secure an unfair political advantage over Catholics. 

 The domination of Protestants was also occasionally made felt to the Catholics by 

low-level sectarian violence or by provocative marches, celebrating Protestant holidays 

or historical victories over Irish nationalists. In contrast, the display of Republican 

symbols and public ceremonies of Nationalist or Republican spirit have frequently been 

banned on the grounds of being in conflict with the Special Powers Act aimed against 

those “whose behaviour is of such a nature as to give reasonable grounds for suspecting 
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that he has acted or is acting or is about to act in a manner prejudicial to the preservation 

of the peace or maintenance of order.” 

 Another grievance, although manifest only in times of security crises, such as 

during the Irish War of Independence, was the existence of Ulster Special Constabulary, 

colloquially known as the B Specials. This was an armed reserve police force, partly 

organised in a military fashion and called upon in times of crisis. While de iure non-

sectarian (like the whole Northern Ireland), it was in reality comprised solely out of 

Protestants.38 It engaged in some anti-Catholic violence during the War of Independence 

and was universally considered by the Catholics to be just another armed tool of the 

Protestant Ascendancy. 

 All of the grievances described above, however, had their limitations. The 

gerrymandering of voting districts only applied to local councils (quite strongly, at that), 

not to the parliament.39 The situation of Catholic employment in civil service was similar. 

Specifically, biggest injustices likely happened on local level, in heavily Catholic western 

areas, ruled by gerrymandered Protestant local councils.40 The discrimination in private 

employment was possibly stronger in the early years of Northern Ireland, but it was 

present at the start of The Troubles and likely self-perpetuating to some extent. However, 

other factors, not immediately connected to post-1922 discrimination were also to blame 

for worse employment of Catholics.41 While there were examples of glaring injustice in 

the allocation of public housing, it was not an omni-present phenomenon throughout the 

whole Northern Ireland.42 The police partisanship is very hard to assess, as it probably 

changed with circumstances. Biases surely existed, however, it would not be fair to claim 

that every policeman in Northern Ireland was a Catholic-hating Protestant.43 Approaches 

to policing the divided population starkly differed sometimes even in geographically very 

close areas.44 

 Nevertheless, all the mentioned grievances, along with the knowledge of the 

history of how Northern Ireland came into being, and the memory of the state-facilitated 

sectarian violence and the internment of Catholics without trial of the early 1920s, 

contributed in many Catholics to the feeling that the country in which they were living 
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was not theirs and was not treating them as hers. If Republicans ran for the Stormont or 

Westminster parliament, they would not claim their seats in case of victory, in a practice 

called absentionism. This signified their opposition to the very legality of existence of the 

Northern Ireland and British rule over a part of the island. 

 Nevertheless, support for militant republicanism was low, as evidenced by 

unconvincing performance of IRA during its Northern Campaign during the Second 

World War and Border Campaign since 1956 till 1962. While the first campaign ended 

with near destruction of IRA by the Free State and the UK, the Border campaign fizzled 

out also thanks to “the attitude of the general public whose minds have been deliberately 

distracted from the supreme issue facing the Irish people – the unity and freedom of 

Ireland.”45 as admitted by IRA leader Ruairí Ó Brádaigh in an official IRA material. 

 In the late 1960s, Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) was 

founded with the intention to campaign for rectification of the anti-Catholic abuses 

described above. It drew much inspiration in both practical conduct and ideology from 

the Black civil rights movement in the USA. While the organization was, from its very 

beginning, infiltrated by the IRA, its actions were generally non-violent and it tried (and 

managed) to attract a broader membership base than just Republicans. It was viewed with 

utmost suspicion, however, by the Unionists and it was, arguably, the Unionists' violent 

reaction to the NICRA happenings, that very much helped to start The Troubles. 

 In the following paragraphs, I shall provide a very brief outline of how The 

Troubles proceeded, pointing out major events often mentioned in the testimonies used 

in later parts of the work. 

 Sporadic sectarian violence began in 1966 with the 50th anniversary of Easter 

rising, as Unionists feared a Nationalist resurgence. 

 In 1968, NICRA marches were attacked by Unionists and RUC and tensions began 

to rise. This coincided with anti-war protests in the USA, student riots in Paris and general 

political upheaval in most of the Western world. 

 In 1969, protests continued and were met with increased police and Unionist 

violence. Inter-community violence surged, as Catholics barricaded themselves in their 

areas and Protestants staged pogroms against them. This year brought several important 

developments. First, the government started an investigation of the causes of violence and 

conduct of the security forces. Second, the British army has been deployed to keep the 
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peace, which the RUC and USC, badly overstretched and criticised for partiality, could 

not do, and third, the IRA split into two factions, the Official IRA (OIRA, Officials) and 

the Provisional IRA (PIRA, Provos). This split was due to a number of factors. After the 

failed Border campaign IRA was largely dormant and began to embrace increasingly 

Marxist ideology. It also started a reappraisal of absentionism and armed struggle. It was 

perceived by many younger members as failed to protect the Catholic population during 

pogroms and preparing for a sell-out with the abolition of absentionism. Larger part of 

the membership thus founded the PIRA, which was the main perpetrator of Republican 

violence in the following three decades. 

 In 1970, British army got into a fire-fight with the OIRA in the Falls area. It 

subsequently imposed a 36-hour curfew on the place and proceeded with a very thorough 

and occasionally violent house-to-house search for offenders. This incident very much 

soured the relations between the British army and general Catholic population which had 

initially considered the army to be a truly unbiased force, capable of protecting them from 

Protestant mobs and corrupt Northern Irish security forces. 

 Another measure which served to greatly alienate the Catholics was introduced in 

August of 1971. It was a re-introduction of Internment without trial. In a huge security 

operation (codenamed Demetrius), more than 342 people were detained. However, due to 

the outdated British intelligence, most of those who were rounded up were either 

members of the not so important nor dangerous OIRA, or people who had nothing to do 

with armed Republicanism whatsoever. No Unionists were caught up in the sweep. Some 

of those interned got subsequently radicalised in prison. The whole institution of 

Internment was extremely unpopular, as it was also connected with torture of some 

prisoners. An upsurge of violence followed immediately after the introduction of 

Internment. 

 Possibly a final blow to any prestige the British army could possibly still have 

among Catholics came in January 1972, when the soldiers of 1st Battalion, Parachute 

regiment opened fire on a crowd of Republican protesters in Derry, killing thirteen. In 

March, the government of Northern Ireland collapsed and was replaced by a direct rule 

from Westminster. In May, OIRA called a ceasefire, but PIRA and other groups were more 

than able to keep the violence going. In July, British army, using armoured vehicles in an 

operation codenamed Motorman, managed to break through barricades in Belfast, ending 

an obvious physical existence of Catholic no-go zones there. 

 In 1973, the British government attempted to solve the situation by proposing a 
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so-called Sunningdale agreement, which aimed to involve the Republic of Ireland in some 

of the Northern Irish internal processes and generally create a more balanced political 

environment. The agreement was rejected by the Unionists, then, and the Troubles 

continued.46 

 In 1975, PIRA called a ceasefire, which held until January 1976. This time also 

marked a shift in the rhythm of The Troubles. Whereas before the half of 1970s, PIRA 

proclaimed the complete British withdrawal from Northern Ireland to be imminent, after 

1975 it had to acknowledge that it is not coming any time soon by proclaiming the strategy 

of “The Long war.” The British government, at the same time, sought the normalization 

of situation in Northern Ireland. Internment was ended in the December of 1975, and in 

March 1976, Republican prisoners were stripped of their “special status,” which had 

previously effectively acknowledged their armed struggle a sort of legitimacy. Precluding 

these steps were various reforms aimed at addressing the Catholic grievances towards the 

RUC, USC, housing and so on. In September 1976, blanket protests (when Republican 

prisoners refused to wear prison clothes like ordinary convicts) started to protest the 

abolition of special status. 

 In 1980, first Republican hunger strike of The Troubles started, and was later 

called off. In March 1981, another one was called and this time it took much longer, with 

ten Republican prisoners dying in the process. Arguably the most famous of them was 

Bobby Sands, who, while serving time in prison, was also elected as a Sinn Féin MP into 

Westminster. This period marked another surge in Republicans' popularity, as 

Republicans' PR capitalised on Margaret Thatcher's uncompromising stance.47 

 In 1998, the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement was signed, satisfying enough of 

both Unionists and Republicans to call off armed confrontation after thirty years. British 

army ended its extraordinary presence in Northern Ireland in 2006. From time to time, 

violence flared up again or direct rule needed to be re-imposed, but so far never in the 

scale known during The Troubles. 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 

  The group of people examined in this thesis is delineated by the bit 

                                                 
46FRANK, Jan. Irsko. Praha: Libri, 2006. p. 114 
47FRANK, Jan. Irsko. Praha: Libri, 2006. p. 115    
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unwieldy term “Northern Irish Catholics” for a reason. Such a way of defining a certain 

group in Northern Ireland goes around all the contested definitions and disputed identities, 

does not, when taken seriously, necessarily imply any political leanings and, generally, 

points at nothing else than the geographical location and religion. It would be even more 

prudent and precise to substitute “Catholic” with “baptised as Catholic,” but it is surely 

enough to state here that the term should be understood in this way for the intents and 

purposes of this work. Obviously, working with religious terms puts us in a danger of 

falling for the frequent simplification of The Troubles being a conflict of the sort “that the 

rest of Europe solved in the 17th century.” However, if we examine other terms that we 

might consider for use instead of “Northern Irish Catholics,” we become to appreciate the 

relatively unproblematic nature of this chosen term. 

 The notions of Irish and British national identities play an enormous role in the 

Northern Irish conflict. These identities shift and are perceived or even acknowledged 

very differently depending on when and who you ask, making the relatively stable 

religious identities a necessary substitutional identity markers. The group of Northern 

Irish residents that consider themselves Irish and those who consider themselves British, 

overlap with the Catholic and Protestant, respectively, religious identities. This overlap 

has not been absolute in history and is even less so today, but it remains significant 

nevertheless, and can thus be used as a fairly good guideline. We must be aware of its 

imperfection never the less. 

 If we tried to employ terms such as Irish, Nationalist or Republican to name the 

general population group that we intend to study, we would quickly find those identities 

to be very elusive and shifting. They have also been denied to, or, reversely, pinned on 

people against their feelings and will, during history. Some have considered themselves 

to be Irish, but have been conceived of as British of catholic faith living in the Northern 

Ireland by the British or Northern Irish official discourse. Others have not held any 

strongly politicised national identity and have been treated as Irish rebels at other times. 

All the possible combinations and steps between these situations have existed. Conversely, 

also the Protestants/loyalists/unionists/British of the Northern Ireland have been denied 

their British identity by Irish republicans or indeed by some of the British themselves. 

 Sticking to the geographical and religious attributes as the chief defining 

characteristics helps us bypass all these contradictions and get actually started with 

describing and studying them. When we focus on the group we delineate as Northern Irish 

Catholics at the start of and during The Troubles, we see, in the spirit of the “Cambridge 
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definition” that it is a group that is fewer in numbers than the majority and that is set apart 

from the majority by its distinct religion. Obviously the more problematic other 

characteristics, such as Irish national identity, come up when considering this religious 

minority group. A large part of this religious minority, also considers itself to be Irish 

rather than British, after all. All too easy use of the term “Irish” to describe the group, 

would, however, lead to certain problems. 

 Northern Ireland is a devolved region within the UK. It actually remains undefined 

even today in regards to whether it is a country, region or province, because even such a 

basic characteristic has a politically charged meaning. Either way, its inhabitants were not 

considered to be a minority, just as the Welsh or Scottish, members of other constituting 

nations of the realm, are not. Even though they were from Northern Ireland, the idea of 

them being “Irish” was a matter of a strong dispute. While the United kingdom recognised 

different religious identities, until the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement, it did not 

acknowledge the Irish identity in Northern Ireland (or Great Britain, for that matter). 

Hence, the Irish identity has been more or less denied to the Catholics (and those few 

Protestants who would like to claim it) by the Stormont government, and today, when it 

is not, the picture is being complicated for us by people with dual British-Irish entities 

and so on. The decades of unacknowledged, or rather undefined (Northern) Irish identity 

make doing a reliable estimate of the numbers of “Irish” in Northern Ireland before the 

Good Friday/Belfast agreement difficult. On the other hand, the numbers of Catholics 

throughout time are known. If the Westminster government did not very much bother with 

the identitary peculiarities of the Northern Ireland until The Troubles broke out, the 

Stormont government quite obviously did not consider the Catholic part of the population 

to be equally as state-building as the British part since the very beginning, which gets us 

to the utility of the “Britannica definition.” 

 All the tautological difficulties of national identities aside,  the Northern Irish 

Catholics have been very clearly defined, according to the “Britannica definition,” by 

their inferior position vis a vis the Protestants. This was apparent in the areas mentioned 

above such as housing, access to job market, representation in the civil service, 

gerrymandering of the electoral districts and all sorts of unofficial inter-community 

violence. In the end, then, we can say that the Northern Irish Catholics, as opposed to “the 

Irish” or “nationalists” or “republicans” are a group which we can very well define and 

examine its minority status. This status is indisputable with regards to both the definitions 

used. 
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 There is one interesting aspect of their minority status that is worth mentioning, 

though. While we have already established that “Northern Irish Catholics” and “Irish 

people of Northern Ireland” are not entirely interchangeable groups, their overlap is 

significant enough so that they have been treated as such in the past and it makes sense 

to occasionally treat them as such in this work as well. Those Northern Irish who consider 

themselves Irish, cannot be easily compared to other ethnic minorities of the United 

Kingdom, such as Indians or Poles. Their history is not one of being immigrants, but one 

of being colonized. They do not live in a country to which they or their ancestors have 

moved, but in a country which, so to speak, moved into their land. Their own construction 

of minority and majority is then slightly unusual, as their perspective is often limited to 

the isle of Ireland. The majority, in their perception, then, has not been comprising of all 

the non-Irish UK citizens, but only of the Protestants. Hence, depending on their political 

beliefs, they could have actually constructed their identity as a majority (of Catholics/Irish 

on the isle of Ireland) and consider the Protestants as invaders, traitors, or misguided 

Irishmen who don't know that they are Irish. This intense geographical concentration of 

possible political constructions upon the Northern Irish Catholic or Northern Irish Irish 

identity is what gives the whole conflict its terrible energy and bitter stubbornness. 
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6 Reasons for radicalisation 

 

 This chapter forms the core of the thesis. In the following sub-chapters, I shall lay 

out my findings from the three kinds of sources on motives for terrorist radicalisation in 

Northern Ireland – personal testimonies, group surveys and other sources. Where possible, 

I will provide additional details and context to the findings. In the fourth, concluding sub-

chapter, I will combine the findings of the previous sub-chapters into an imagined “mental 

map” of reasons for terrorist radicalisation in Northern Ireland, which will enable me to 

relate all the given reasons to each other and answer the research question. 

 

6.1 Individual testimonies 

 

 In this section, we are going to examine various personal testimonies of former 

IRA militants that decided to speak of their involvement in an illicit and often violent 

anti-government activity during the Troubles. 

 We have remember that as all these testimonies are voluntary, they do not 

necessarily constitute a comprehensive picture, representative of all IRA members. Also, 

while such a mechanism is possible to exist in the group surveys also, it is important to 

keep in mind that sources of this kind are not necessarily the most reliable ones. Those 

ex-terrorists who decide to write their memoirs might want to paint their motivations in 

more benign light than was the reality, putting seemingly more noble ideals and 

motivations to the fore when the reality of their primary motivations might had been 

different. Or, on the contrary, those who came to despise the deeds they committed and 

ideologically disengaged themselves from their past might be overly critical and eager to 

pour as much scorn on their and their former comrades' past as they can, possibly in order 

to discourage young hot-blooded idealists of today from joining what they see today as 

futile and criminal fight.  These caveats are unavoidable and should not discourage us 

from perusing sources such as those that follow, but we should keep them in mind. 

 I have collected 19 individual statements, giving reasons for terrorist 

radicalisation, 16 of which are unique reasons (multiple appearances of the reason are 

marked by the number in the brackets). I will present their full list below and afterwards, 

where possible, provide context and details. 
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- Brits out48 

- Harrassment by security forces49 

- Utility (2) = armed struggle is the (most) efficient way of reaching the desired goals50 

- State oppression (2)51 

- British oppression52 

- Pogrom on Catholics53 

- Battle of the Bogside54 

- Romantic history55 

- Injustices of 1969 (2)56 

- Youthful fascination with guns and bombs57 

- Family, environment, history58 

- the British59 

- Socialism60 

- Sectarian violence, subsequent indoctrination by nationalism61 

- Sectarian hatred, desire to take back what is ours62
 

 

Family, environment, history, British, Brits out, British oppression, romantic 

history 

 “Brits out” was a conveniently simple slogan, very efficiently summing up the 

political objective of the IRA, and, more broadly speaking, of the whole Republican 

movement. For some, it was a sufficient core motivation for their terrorist radicalisation, 

as the slogan in itself contains the conviction that the British rule of Northern Ireland is 

the source of all its ills and that once the British are gone, all will turn for the better. 

                                                 
48MORIARTY, Gerry. A former IRA gunman and hunger striker tells his story. Irish Times [online]. 2016. 
49Ibid. 
50Ibid. 
51PURTILL, Corinne. What Northern Ireland teaches us about today's war on terror. PRI [online]. 2015. 
52 ELMHIRST, Sophie. “I’d have been ashamed not to join the IRA.” New Statesman [online]. 2011. 
53

    WHITE, Robert W. Provisional Irish republicans: an oral and interpretive history. London:                                                               

Greenwood Press, 1993. ISBN 9780313285646., p. 51. 
54Ibid, p. 51. 
55O'DOHERTY, Shane Paul. The Volunteer - A Former IRA Man's True Story. Strategic Book Publishing, 

2000, pp. 22-23. 
56Ibid, p. 27. 
57O'CALLAGHAN, Sean. The Lying Game. National Review. 1997. p. 32 
58Ibid, p. 31. 
59Ibid, pp. 31-32. 
60Ibid, pp. 31-32. 
61Ibid, p. 32. 
62Ibid, p. 32. 
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Such a way of perceiving things very conveniently disregards the Protestant/Unionist 

Irish population and its unique culture and aspirations, ignoring the very issue which 

makes the Northern Irish conflict so hard to resolve. 

 The popularity of this way of seeing things is not necessarily the fault of the actual IRA 

indoctrination. In the Catholic population, especially in the more Republican families, 

children would receive very romantic nationalist education about the Irish history, 

containing stories of valiant Irish patriots fighting in the bloody civil war against the 

treacherous Englishmen.63 Such an upbringing then led some to the IRA and possibly 

helped the IRA indoctrination in those who joined it for different reasons. 

 

 

Harassment by security forces, State oppression, Battle of the Bogside, Injustices of 

1969  

 Possibly the most problematic aspect of the state violence was its (ostensibly) 

sectarian nature combined with the often mentioned “intimate,” “neighbourly” 

environment of relatively small and sparsely populated Northern Ireland. 

 You were being stopped by people you played football with in Randalstown. They 

were asking me who I was, where I was from, where I was going, when they knew me well. 

It was not about where you went to church on Sunday; it was about who had the power 

to carry a rifle and wear a uniform and stop me whenever they wanted to do it, which 

they did.”64 recalls a former IRA gunman and a hunger striker Laurence McKeown. 

 For the Catholic community during The Troubles, not unlike for other 

communities today, the possibly honest state attempts to tackle terrorism only exacerbated 

the problems with heavy-handed security measures only serving to radicalise previously 

indifferent individuals Creation of a suspect community, which found for itself little space 

between paramilitaries and the distrustful state did nothing to ease the tensions either.65 

 

Youthful fascination with guns and bombs, Sectarian violence, subsequent 

indoctrination by nationalism, Sectarian hatred, desire to take back what is ours, 

Pogrom on Catholics 

 According to the former IRA member Sean O'Callaghan, the young people who 

                                                 
63O'CALLAGHAN, Sean. The Lying Game. National Review. 1997. p 31. 
64MORIARTY, Gerry. A former IRA gunman and hunger striker tells his story. Irish Times [online]. 2016. 
65PURTILL, Corinne. What Northern Ireland teaches us about today's war on terror. PRI [online]. 2015. 
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joined the IRA were more likely to talk football than politics. “They saw their duty as 

protecting their areas—Catholic ghettos in Belfast and Derry—from attack by Protestants. 

The Provisional IRA was forged out of inter-communal sectarian warfare. The vast 

majority of the recruits had no coherent political outlook. (...) Youthful fascination with 

guns and bombs and a desire to get even with prods: that was their motivation. Ill-

educated, ill-equipped, they were easy meat for the simple answer. The hard leadership 

of the Provisional IRA (...) gave them the guns and told them the Brits and unionists were 

to blame for all their problems. The IRA gave these young men a sense of belonging, 

status in their community, and a purpose, a cause to believe in and to fight and die for. 

These were young men without much hope of employment who had seen their communities 

devastated in sectarian attacks. Now that they were hitting back their pride and dignity 

was restored.”66 

 He goes on to describe the bitter sectarian dimension of the conflict in the rural 

areas, which surprised and appalled his idealistic socialist self. There were quite unlikely 

rumours being spread and believed, for example, that the British army is raping Catholic 

women in Belfast.67 “There was a deep, ugly hatred, centuries old, behind all of this. The 

prods had the better farms, the better jobs that belonged by right to the Catholics, and 

they wanted them. If I wanted to attack a British army patrol or barracks, the local Provos 

wanted to shoot a part-rime UDR or police reservist. They wanted to murder their 

neighbours. They wanted to drive the Protestants off the land and reclaim what they 

believed was their birthright.”68 

 This close connection of the terrorist violence during The Troubles with religious 

identity has led some to compare the IRA with contemporary fundamentalist religious 

groups, such as the so-called Islamic State, a notion that the IRA fiercely denies.69 Instead 

it claims its fight to be alike to a regular war, morality-wise, with McKeown 

acknowledging that in joining the Republican struggle, he was going against the opinions 

of his church as well.70 This acknowledgement interestingly contrasts other claims of the 

IRA being a mass phenomenon, rooted firmly in the sentiments of the people. 

 The IRA has always took great care to get across the massage of their fight being 

legitimate and of distancing themselves from terrorists or mere criminals, as the United 

                                                 
66O'CALLAGHAN, Sean. The Lying Game. National Review. 1997. p. 32. 
67Ibid. p. 32. 
68Ibid. p. 33. 
69PURTILL, Corinne. What Northern Ireland teaches us about today's war on terror. PRI [online]. 2015. 
70MORIARTY, Gerry. A former IRA gunman and hunger striker tells his story. Irish Times [online]. 2016. 
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Kingdom sought to portray them. This desire to present their campaign as a legitimate 

guerilla war nevertheless clashes with some of their actions which involved the deaths of 

hundreds of civilians, or statements, such as the testimony of one of the survivors of the 

Loughall ambush. In this case, IRA planned to ransack a police station in Loughhall, but 

its team was counter-ambushed by an SAS squad and almost entirely wiped out. One of 

the survivors later expressed his indignation at the fact that the SAS chose to shoot is 

comrades instead of taking them prisoner, but describes the tit-for-tat nature of subsequent 

IRA revenge killings immediately afterwards.71 This points to a not entirely coherent set 

of beliefs about the desired rules of the fight. 

 Nevertheless, Tom Parker, former policy director on terrorism for the Amnesty 

International, has stressed that it is not correct to consider terrorist to be psychopaths. 

“Most of them are very well motivated [by] altruistic reasons, for lack of a better term,”72 

he said. 

  

Socialism 

 The original goal of the IRA was the establishment of a 32-county socialist 

republic of Ireland. The leftist elements in the ideology are not necessarily always 

prominent or apparent, as it was the relatively marginal OIRA that remained orthodoxly 

Marxist, but the desire for socialism remained a motivation for some nevertheless. 

  Sean O'Callaghan joined the PIRA despite having some misgivings about its 

“fascist” leanings, but, fighting the anti-British-imperialist fight (and ignoring the 

sectarian divide), he assumed that once the British were gone, there would be a re-

alignment of the left in Ireland and everything would start working towards non-sectarian 

socialist state.73 

 

Utility 

 The utility of the “Armed Struggle” is one of the staples of violent Republican 

ideology. It was the conviction of many IRA members that not only would violence bring 

about the change of the British position on Northern Ireland,74 but that it was also the best 

or the only way to achieve that. For example, Laurence McKeown, while being a fan of 

                                                 
71YOUNG, Connla. IRA man tells the inside story of the Loughgall attack and the SAS ambush. The Irish 

News [online]. 2017. 
72PURTILL, Corinne. What Northern Ireland teaches us about today's war on terror. PRI [online]. 2015. 
73O'CALLAGHAN, Sean. The Lying Game. National Review. 1997. pp. 31-32. 
74MORIARTY, Gerry. A former IRA gunman and hunger striker tells his story. Irish Times [online]. 2016. 



36 

 

the 1990s peace process, Gerry Adams and Martin McGuiness, nevertheless holds to the 

belief that the peace process would not have been possible without the previous violence. 

 

 

6.2 Surveys conducted by other researchers 

 

 In the following chapter, I will draw on the richest and most interesting body of 

material at my disposal, that is the group surveys. 

 Understandably, the various surveys are structured in unique ways and were 

conducted with different goals in mind. Also, not nearly all the responses of the 

participants have been made available by the authors. Nevertheless, I believe that a 

meaningful extraction of valuable data is by all means possible. The responses that the 

authors made public in their works are, we can safely assume, representative of the overall 

picture. Where necessary, the authors also drew on unquoted responses in making broader 

statements about the respondents' answers. 

 I will now list all the motivations that were given in the surveys for participation 

in terrorist activities. Some of the reasons are very similar in their nature, yet they form 

different items on the list as I wanted to retain some of the original diversity of the 

language used. This does not distort the overall picture of the frequencies, as the 

relationships between the various given reasons will be examined in the final sub-chapter 

of this chapter. 

 All in all, from the group surveys, I have collected 127 individual statements 

explaining reasons why their author or other people decided to join the IRA. There is 41 

different reasons given, with the three most frequent answers appearing together 41 times, 

that is just below a third of all the answers. 

 

- State violence (17)75 

                                                 
75WHITE, Robert W.. From Peaceful Protest to Guerrilla War: Micromobilization of the Provisional Irish 

Republican Army. American Journal of Sociology. 1989, 94(6), p. 1277.; 

BOSI, Lorenzo. Explaining Pathways to Armed Activism in the Provisional Irish Republican Army, 

1969-1972. Social Science History. 2012, 36(3) pp. 367, 364, 370, 350; 

BOSI, Lorenzo; Ó DOCHARTAIGH, Niall. Armed activism as the enactment of a collective identity: 

the case of the Provisional IRA between 1969 and 1972. Social Movement Studies. 2018 17(1),  p. 

39; 

ALONSO, Rogelio. The IRA and armed struggle. New York: Routledge, 2007. pp. 18, 25-26, 28. 
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- Utility (12)76 

- Sectarian violence (11)77 

- (Family) history (9)78 

- The 1960s (8) = the rebellious zeitgeist, American counter-culture movement, etc.79 

- Brits out (7)80 

- Identity 581 

- Protection of one's community (5)82 

- Internment (5)83 
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- Influence of environment (4)84 

- Bloody Sunday (4)85 

- Hunger strikes (2)86 

- British army presence (3)87 

- Irish history (3)88 

- Violence (3)89 

- Romantic conception of the IRA (2)90 

- Civil rights (2)91 

- Desire to achieve socialism (2)92 

- Perceived status of Northern Irish Catholics as a second class citizens (2)93 

- Social status boost (2)94 

- Gerrymandering95 

- Desire to make history96 

- Commitment to one's community97 

                                                 
84ALONSO, Rogelio. The IRA and armed struggle. New York: Routledge, 2007. pp. 14, 34-35 
85GILL, Paul; HORGAN, John. Who Were the Volunteers? The Shifting Sociological and 

OperationalProfile of 1240 Provisional Irish Republican Army Members. Terrorism and Political 

Violence. 2013, 25(3), p. 437; 
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- Injustice impinges on their national identity98 

- British Colonialism, encompassing various smaller forms of discrimination99 

- Being a leftist rebel was cool100 

- Die fighting at least101 

- Family member in the IRA102 

- British violence103 

- Setting a bomb off gives you a buzz104 

- Close person killed105 

- Peer pressure106 

- Emotionally perceived grievances107 

- Desire to be proud of himself108 

- Desire to be a hero, not a politician109 

- Constitutional politics did not work110 

- Illegitimate repressive authority111 

- PIRA as protectors112 

- Revolutionary situation113 
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- Events on the ground114 

- British rule of NI115 

- British army helping oppressive Protestants116 

- Chance for success117  

- Fighting injustice118 

- Hostility of the state119 

- Gaining a position of authority in the community120
 

 

 

 

Events on the ground 

 “Events on the ground” is an occasionally used phrase of an unclear exact meaning. 

It can be inferred that it is used to explain that the motivation for terrorist activity was not 

abstract, ideological, but that it was a reaction to very real events happening, most likely 

sectarian or state violence, possibly less intense long-term discrimination.121 

 

Sectarian violence 

  While the year 1969 was the first major flare-up of inter-community violence 

since the early 1920s, it cannot be said that up until then, the relations between Catholics 

and Protestants have been without a problem. According to the testimonies, there was 

always a certain degree of passive-aggressive posture or violence involved where the two 

communities came into contact. This would take on the form of provocative marches or 

banning of colours and symbols, or direct attacks, such as Protestant workers marching 

through Catholic neighbourhoods and breaking windows on their way to holidays.122 In 

the end of the 1960s, then, the violence got more sinister, including arson and murder in 
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what has been called anti-Catholic pogroms.123 One of the IRA members, interviewed by 

Delisle, also describes an incident which prompted his family to immediately relocate, in 

which he and his family became the target of an attempted murder by shooting.124 

 This surge in sectarian violence turned the attention of the previously politically 

passive Catholic community towards vigilantism125 and subsequently the IRA, which had 

been reduced into a very marginal fringe group before then. After the initial confusion 

and split, PIRA managed to seize the opportunity and assume the position of community 

defenders. However, the IRA's actual fulfilment of this role left much to be desired, as 

the organization mainly focused on actively attacking the British, rather than on defending 

the Catholics against Protestant violence. The actions of IRA even often exacerbated the 

problem, fuelling sectarian vendetta and thus putting Catholics in harm's way.126 It is also 

worth noting, that of all the groups and forces involved in The Troubles, IRA holds the 

primate in the number of killed Catholics and IRA members. 127  

 

(Family) history, Irish history, Brits out, Romantic conception of the IRA, Family 

member in the IRA 

 As is often the case of small countries with a dramatic past, in (Northern) Ireland, 

the “big” history and history of individual families is often very closely interwoven. 

Alonso states that the recruitment of members into terrorist groups is in great extent 

dependent on structural proximity, availability and interaction with other members rather 

than on ideology.128 However, in the case of Northern Ireland at least, the importance of 

these factors was great also precisely because of very efficient dissemination of ideology 

through specific interpretation of both “big” and more personal Irish history. The 

ideological background acquired this way may not have been the principal cause of 

radicalization for many, but often it played the important role of a tool for interpretation 

of what was going on around them. 

 Thus, when the need for community protection arises and young persons become 

vigilantes, their older family members relate this new situation to their own experience 

of anti-Catholic pogroms in the 1920s,129 or there exists some other family connection to 
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the past struggles.130 It is then easy to understand the contemporary events in a larger 

framework of an age-old struggle between the Irish nation and the British colonialism,131 

with assorted emotional and mythical repertoire of sacrifice and martyrdom. 

 It must be noted that before the outbreak of The Troubles, this Republican 

ideology was of a marginal political importance in the Northern Ireland,132 despite likely 

being in line with the education that many young people received. Even though they may 

have acted upon it roughly during and immediately after their radicalisation, in many 

cases, a thorough politicisation, giving firm ideological and doctrinal base to the already 

perpetrated violence, happened only afterwards in prison. 133 

 Alonso brings a testimony of one particularly committed IRA member who even 

sacrificed his engagement for membership in the IRA. While this member gives the death 

of six of his family members and his (we might say ideological) realization that the British 

are behind it (and other grievances that he experienced) as the reason for his radicalization, 

he is unable to recall the names of any of those relatives.134 

 

Identity, Injustice impinges on their national identity 

 While the community identity is an incredibly important aspect of the Northern 

Irish conflict, it was not always necessarily understood or defined very thoroughly, even 

by those who were fighting for it violently. Often quite simple definitions and feelings 

would do. 135 

 It is debatable whether it was this un-nuanced nature of many republicans' national 

identity, or on the contrary, the rigid ideological construction of the identity of some others, 

that caused the Republicans to completely disregard the feelings and aspirations of the 

Unionists. The Unionists' legitimate British identity was being denied and they were 

considered to be “Irish men who don't know they're Irish men.” This, firstly, led to 

inadvertent agitation of the Protestants, the members of whose community were killed by 

the IRA as “British” and secondly, clashed with often very virulent sectarianism which 
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existed in some branches of the IRA. 

 

Protection of one's community, Commitment to one's community, PIRA as 

protectors 

 The need to protect one's community emerged as a motivation for a violent 

behaviour in the very beginning of The Troubles, when the IRA was caught off guard by 

the rapidly evolving events and it has not yet split into the Official and Provisional wings. 

After the split, PIRA quickly seized the image of community defenders, as the Battle of 

Bogside, Falls Road curfew, Bloody Sunday and other contemporary incidents were 

added to the repertoire of Republican martyrdom legends.  

 Despite all the PR, however, the relationship of the Catholic community and the 

IRA was not as tight, owing to a number of factors on both sides. Already in May 1972, 

IRA admitted publicly that they lack the overwhelming support that they need to succeed. 

There has been dubious claims of the IRA being a people's movement,136 but in reality, it 

always (perhaps intentionally, in part) encompassed only a tiny minority of the Catholic 

population.137 

 On top of it, the very concept of IRA being defenders of the catholic community 

was dubious, as their own actions often exacerbated the community violence, against 

which there was no easy defence. The IRA mostly cared only about its own personnel, 

enacting revenge killings when a member was hurt, but not when any Catholic was. This 

also went hand in hand with a so-called “top man's agreement,” according to which the 

heads of IRA and UVF would be protected from assassination attempts from the other 

side (although this agreement had been occasionally broken by both sides).138 

 As a result, IRA had to maintain a strong PR campaign to remain tolerated in the 

Catholic ghettoes, and its support and popularity decreased in time, partly as most of the 

grievances which had been the topic of the initial 1960s campaigns and protest have been 

addressed by various reforms during the 1970s. 139  An interesting aspect of the IRA 

relationship with the Catholic communities is the policing that it provided, in some areas 

effectively replacing the RUC. It is possible that as time went on, the communities also 

got tired of the heavy-handed justice that IRA was meting out to undesirable elements 
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such as people involved with drugs, while being at the same time untouchable and 

unpunishable for the crimes of its own members. 

 

 

 

Influence of environment, Peer pressure 

 Aside from family and occasionally schools, the exposure to radical 

Republicanism would happen in the youth organisation Na Fianna Éireann, which was 

considered to be a preparatory institution for grooming potential IRA members. Boys 

from the Fianna also occasionally worked as scouts, messengers and the like for the IRA 

in conflict situations. Entering the Fianna was not automatic and entailed a certain level 

of persistence and conspiracy.140 However, only a minority of the members of Fianna later 

progressed to joining the IRA, likely because of additional factors playing a role.141 

 

Desire to achieve socialism 

 In contrast to the popular assertions that IRA's goal was to defend the Catholic 

community, some members were outspokenly non-confessional and considered their their 

goals to be higher and broader than just sectarian skirmishing, as they believed in the need 

to establish a 32-county socialist republic in Ireland, an undispensable prerequisity for 

any positive change on the island.142 

 

The 1960s, revolutionary situation 

 Timing of the eruption of The Troubles in the late 1960s does not seem accidental. 

The seventh decade of the 20th century was a time of tremendous political and cultural 

upheaval across the Western world and elsewhere. This was, naturally, felt also in 

Northern Ireland. Inspirations for challenging the (ostensibly unjust) status quo ranged 

from artists like Joan Baez, black American civil rights activists and radical students in 

Paris to Palestine Liberation Front, Che Guevara and Khmer Rouge. Some of those 

inspirations were superficial (“We were young and it was the sixties.”), some of them 

more thorough and conscious – that was the case of adoption of the rhetoric and tactics 
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of the USA Civil rights movement by the NICRA or political support of the PLO or 

cooperation with groups such as ETA or RAF in West Germany. 

 

Being a leftist rebel was cool 

 In one interview, a former IRA member said that for him, participation in 

Republican movement was essentially a matter of a rebellion against his strict Catholic 

upbringing. He enjoyed the leftist world-view of the group that he got into, it being 

absolutely different from what he had known before. He was taken away by, the thrill of 

belonging to a clandestine organization and describes the riots as “more fun than anything 

else.” 143  Until his involvement in The Troubles, he had no knowledge of 

Catholic/Protestant cleavages (which is an interesting addition to the debate on the 

pervasiveness of discrimination in pre-Troubles Northern Ireland. 

 

Perceived status of Northern Irish Catholics as a second class citizens, 

Gerrymandering, British Colonialism, encompassing various smaller forms of 

discrimination, British violence, Bloody Sunday, Hunger strikes, British army 

presence, Violence, Civil rights, State violence, Internment, fighting injustice, 

hostility of the state, British rule of NI, British army helping oppressive Protestants, 

Close person killed, Emotionally perceived grievances, illegitimate repressive 

authority 

 The notion that Catholics have been a “second class citizens” or “strangers in their 

own country” etc. appears often, but the exact nature of this subordinate status of 

Catholics remains somewhat fluid and uncertain. We have already touched upon this topic 

in chapter 5. Let us now briefly expand on the topic in the light of some of the testimonies 

used in this work. 

 The economic factors seem inconclusive.144 Interestingly, very small percentage 

of Northern Irish Catholics thought that the unification of the island (i.e. leaving the UK 

and joining the Republic) would make their economic situation better, as Northern Ireland, 

although not very wealthy by the UK standard, was at that time still doing better than the 

Republic overall.145 There has been a number of reforms in the Northern Ireland in the 

1970s, aimed at betterment of Catholics' position, in economical terms and other areas.146 
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IRA's opponents claim that those reforms were the fruit of NICRA campaign, not IRA 

violence, as the IRA focused on the “national question” instead of these grievances..147 

Additionally, there has been a large number of poor Protestants as well, occasionally 

living next to Catholics in mixed neighbourhoods. These people were then put into an 

uneasy position by not doing any better than their struggling Catholic neighbours but 

being told that they were privileged protestants nevertheless. Some of the subsequently 

did not protest their hard conditions out of fear of seeming to undermine their state and 

government.148 This sentiment perhaps points us in a direction more telling than purely 

economic data. 

 Former IRA members often give quite unspecific accounts of discrimination on a 

personal level (with the notable exception of Troubles-era sectarian and state violence). 

“...the unionist areas, it was all fancy houses and nice clean cop cars, you went to west 

Belfast and it was all downtrodden areas, unemployment was high and the military 

presence in the area was at unacceptable levels,”149  recalls a former IRA member. 

However, the conditions he describes are at least partially caused by The Troubles 

themselves. Majority of the given examples are grievances on the community level,150 

such as biased political system, or hard to prove matters such as lack of Dublin-made 

films in the British TV or “sketchy BBC reports on Gaelic football.”151 While seemingly 

minor, however, such cases should not be dismissed, as they indeed can be signs of 

general atmosphere or attitude towards the Catholics in the society. Other recollections 

talk about the perceived need to change the traditional colours of school uniform, as they 

might appear Nationalistic, or the anxiety felt during Protestant marching season.152 One 

IRA member admits that before the Troubles, the two communities lived side by side 

where he was based, without problems. “But there was a “them and us” mentality, like 

they didn’t buy our land and we didn’t sell it to them. They were quietly confident in our 

area that they were the superior race and that’s it.”153 he concludes. 

 This notion of Protestants being the superior race also plainly shows in the words 

of a former prime minister of Northern Ireland, Terence O'Neill: ”It is frightfully hard to 

explain to Protestants that if you give Roman Catholics a good job and a good house they 
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will live like Protestants, because they will see neighbours with cars and television sets. 

They will refuse to have eighteen children. But if a Roman Catholic is jobless and lives in 

a most ghastly hovel, he will rear eighteen children on national assistance. If you treat 

Roman Catholics with due consideration and kindness they will live like Protestants, in 

spite of the authoritarian nature of their church.”154 This quote also reflects the fears of 

the Protestant community, exacerbated by Nationalists' radical black Americans-insipred 

rhetoric, that the Catholics, so far conveniently contained, might indeed rise.155 

 An interesting assertion comes from an IRA member, who joined the organisation 

as a double agent on the behest of his superiors in the British army, of which he was a 

soldier. He denies ever facing any discrimination before being involved with the IRA and 

voices the opinion that those Catholics who did not cause trouble, were not discriminated 

against.156 His testimony, however, raises doubts about his precise understanding of the 

term “discrimination.” 

 The above example points to an unsurprising, but troubling divergence of 

perceptions of the reality, which sometimes went into quite extreme lengths. An example 

of such an extreme is a belief circulated among some Republicans, that there were 

massive state-organised pogroms against Catholics in Northern Ireland every ten or 

fifteen years, forcing tens of thousands abroad. The easily proven falseness of this belief 

did not prevent Republicans from stating it as a fact. 157 

 

Constitutional politics did not work, Utility, chance for success 

 The argument that other than violent means are incapable of achieving the desired 

objective is, of course, not unique to Northern Ireland, but, rather, is a staple of practically 

any violent insurgent or terrorist group's ideology. This is because a possibility of any 

alternative route to the desired goal is a direct threat to the very raison d’être of any such 

group. Among Republicans, those who somehow participated in the “corrupt, rigged” 

Northern Irish political system were considered close to traitors and the political route 

was viewed with considerable mockery and aggression. 158 

 In the case of Northern Ireland, this perception of political (or, generally, non-

violent) means was helped by the state and the Protestant community themselves, when 
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they reacted violently to the initial relatively peaceful demands and of the Catholics.159 

Some Republicans then came to a conclusion that if their non-violent actions are met with 

a violent response, there is no sense in holding back.160 

 

Desire to be a hero, not a politician, Social status boost, Desire to make history, 

Desire to be proud of himself, gaining a position of authority in the community, Die 

fighting at least 

 For much of the 20th century, Sinn Féin was subordinated to the IRA.  Even after 

the introduction of dual “armalite and ballot box” strategy, it took a considerable time and 

effort to wrestle the control of the party's politics away from the IRA “military” structures. 

During this time of subordination, then, Sinn Féin had little prestige among radical 

Republicans committed to the armed struggle. The fact that those less capable but still 

interested in the Republican cause were being steered into Sinn Féin rather than the IRA 

surely did not help.  

 

Setting a bomb off gives you a buzz 

 It has been suggested that one of the motivating factors for young people to join 

the IRA was simply an attraction to guns and explosives and that for many, the ideology 

was only a cover for the fulfilment of this desire.161 It is likely that not everyone would, 

in an interview, concede that his or her main motivation was to handle weapons, or that 

they would indeed be able to realize that this was the motivation. Two testimonies of 

former IRA members, however, provide us with some insight into the matter: 

 “Well, why do you stick cocaine up your nose? ’Cause it gives you a buzz maybe. 

Why set off bombs in fucking London? Or Belfast? It gives you a buzz, so it fucking 

does.” 162 

 “Actually, the motivation was that I was young. When you are young there is an 

excitement to it. You are seeing guns, you had only ever seen them on the TV or in the 

comics: “Fuck, somebody has given me a gun, this is great!”163 
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6.3 Other sources 

 

In this sub-chapter, I shall build on other sources that try to identify the reasons for 

Northern Irish Catholics' terrorist radicalisation and that do not primarily rely on 

interviews with a larger number of respondents or are not individual testimonies of 

former IRA members. 

 I have gathered 21 statements, that encompass 16 different kinds of reasons. 

They are as follows: 

 

- Bloody Sunday (4)164  

- Sectarian violence (2)165 

- State violence166 

- Internment (2)167 

- Utility168 

- Lack of options169 

- State collusion with paramilitaries170 

- History171 

- Prods out172 
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- Tough approach of the British army173 

- Extra-judicial measures174 

- Hunger strikes175 

- Young generation's unwillingness to be cowed into submission176 

- Unemployment177 

- Slum housing178 

- Failure of OIRA, Civil Rights movement and politics to produce results179 

 

State violence, Tough approach of the British army, Hunger strikes, Bloody Sunday 

 Some authors agree that British as an actor were in many cases the ones 

responsible for causing the continuation of the conflict. Their actions were frequently 

interpreted by one of the communities as being aimed at unjustly helping the other 

community at the former one's expense.180 The steps taken by the British in Northern 

Ireland in some ways even caused the emergence and vigour of the PIRA.181  This is 

despite the fact that the government of the United Kingdom tried to maintain an image of 

an impartial arbiter. 

 In 1969, the OIRA failed to protect Catholic civilians and they started forming the 

so-called Citizen Defence Committees182 to protect themselves. The arrival of the British 

army was initially welcomed by the Catholics, but after events such as the Falls Road 

curfew, the relations quickly soured.183  The situation further deteriorated as the army 

employed a more traditional, coercive counter-insurgency approach. While damaging 

IRA in the military sense, it created more support for it in the pressed community.184 In 

                                                 
173TUCK, Christopher. Northern Ireland and the British Approach to Counter-Insurgency. Defense & 

Security Analysis [online]. 2007, 23(2), p. 168 
174KENNY, Paul D.. Structural Integrity and Cohesion in Insurgent Organizations: Evidence from 

Protracted Conflicts in Ireland and Burma. International Studies Review. 2010, 12(4) p. 544. 
175TUCK, Christopher. Northern Ireland and the British Approach to Counter-Insurgency. Defense & 

Security Analysis [online]. 2007, 23(2), p. 169 
176 PJDorrian1. Jude Collins. [online]. 2012 
177 PJDorrian1. Jude Collins. [online]. 2012 
178 PJDorrian1. Jude Collins. [online]. 2012 
179PJDorrian1. Jude Collins. [online]. 2012 
180 STOKES, Paul. The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, 1968-2005: A Case of Mutual Humiliation. Social 

Alternatives. 2006, 25. p. 19 
181 TUCK, Christopher. Northern Ireland and the British Approach to Counter-Insurgency. Defense & 

Security Analysis [online]. 2007, 23(2), p. 180 
182 KENNY, Paul D.. Structural Integrity and Cohesion in Insurgent Organizations: Evidence from 

Protracted Conflicts in Ireland and Burma. International Studies Review. 2010, 12(4) pp. 538-539 
183TUCK, Christopher. Northern Ireland and the British Approach to Counter-Insurgency. Defense & 

Security Analysis [online]. 2007, 23(2), p.  172 
184 Ibid. p. 168 



51 

 

time, the soldiers and Catholics came to hate each other. The army became a part of the 

problem and an amplifier of the Republican narrative. 185 

 

 Internment, extra-judicial measures 

 The rough and tough approach of the British forces were not the only cause of 

Catholic dissatisfaction with how the state handled the situation. The legal context also 

played a role. The internment without trial proved a wildly unpopular measure, as it was 

used predominantly against the Catholics. But still, even more extreme ideas were in play 

with some Protestants calling for curfews and shoot-on-sight policy. 186  Either way, 

according to Tuck, “On average 25 per cent of Catholic males between the ages of 16 and 

44 were arrested at least once, and every Catholic household was searched twice.71”187 

 

State collusion with paramilitaries 

 During The Troubles, the security forces of Northern Ireland or the UK have often 

been accused of collusion with Loyalist paramilitaries against the Catholic population. 

These accusations  proved true in certain cases, which damaged the efforts to calm the 

situation down greatly. When the security forces are known to be colluding with radicals, 

their violence gains a sectarian dimension and the disadvantaged community further 

closes itself to the state and refuse cooperation. If the state forces manage to remain non-

partisan, even if they commit violence, its potential to escalate the situation is lessened.188 

 

History, Prods out 

 A rich Republican tradition of course existed in both parts of Ireland, especially 

initially, when both the Northern and Southern Irish political entity was considered to be 

illegitimate product of British colonialism by the Republicans. As years went by, however, 

the prominence of Republicanism waned, especially in the predominantly Catholic Irish 

Free State and later Republic. 

 In the North, however, as the Catholics were suddenly turned into a minority by 

the partition, they have become somewhat separated from their co-religionists in the rest 

of the island. This separation took on a cultural and political dimension in time, as some 
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of those in the North felt abandoned by their brethren in the South. The Catholics in the 

North, then, became distinct and more radical. This was apparent in Belfast, for example, 

a city with a significant Catholic population in a predominantly Protestant part of the 

province. The Belfast's Catholic population had significantly strong political beliefs, 

which may have been a result of their geographical position of relative isolation within a 

large Protestant-dominated area.189 

 In some geographical areas, the relations between communities were reasonably 

good even during particularly violent periods of The Troubles. This could be attributed to 

pre-existing bonds between the communities, as they were forced to cooperate in business, 

agriculture and so on. These contacts may have set the stage for choosing more 

conciliatory approach to issues such as marches or paramilitary activity, when The 

Troubles came.190 

 In areas where the two communities were less prone to conciliation, group-identity 

thinking and invocation of historical sentiments often prevailed. The motifs of insult, 

humiliation and revenge become the key defining aspects of their interaction, as neither 

of the communities is willing to acknowledge the shame it feels as a result of a separation 

from the other community. As this central problem is being avoided, both the sides play 

a blame game of popular topics instead of focusing on the core of their defunct 

relationship. This leads to an inability to actually resolve their conflict. 191 

 In such an environment, the past is being constantly re-lived and celebrated or 

mourned. The legacies of history are also mixed with the grievances of today. The 

Internment without trial is then a mobilization factor as well as land displacement, a 

process of especially 17th century, claimed to be continuing in the 20th also.192 

 In some of the rural areas, then, unlike in some of the cities, the fight was not so 

much between the Irish and the British (apart from the general level), but between the 

Catholics and the Protestants,193 whose bloated triumphalism was often only masking a 

deep insecurity,194 stemming from the knowledge of their history and the history of the 
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conflict. This same knowledge produced feelings of a similar quality among the Catholics. 

 

Sectarian violence, Violence, PIRA is the only one who cares 

 Occasionally, the conflict in Northern Ireland is interpreted as a religious one, 

sometimes implying backwardness of its participants (“fighting over things rest of Europe 

solved in the 17th century”). However, all the churches involved in Northern Ireland 

denied The Troubles being a doctrinal conflict,195  and the notion is not prevalent in 

scholarly circles. A very prominent opinion is such that the conflict is ethno-nationalistic 

in nature and that the religious identities only play a role of a convenient identity marker, 

as they to a large (but not perfect) extent overlap with the political identities. Nevertheless, 

the religious environment, if not necessarily the teachings, of each of the religious groups, 

have, unsurprisingly, left some marks on their behaviour. For example, the strong catholic 

tradition of martyrhood and suffering has contributed to a similarly structured Irish 

nationalist narratives and the self-perception of Irish as the “Most Oppressed People Ever 

(MOPE).”196 

 Either way, the supposed ethno-nationalist nature of the conflict would have 

significantly grim implications, as such conflict would be a zero-sum game (“the problem 

is that there is no solution” as the core interests of the two sides are mutually exclusive. 

Indeed this was the way the conflict was perceived by some of its participants. This 

perception was very palpably manifest in cases when the UK government, trying to act 

as an arbiter, employed measures addressing the grievances of one of the communities. 

The other community instantly took those measures as an attack on its own safety and 

reacted with great indignation. Thus, measures aimed at reducing violence often 

inadvertently caused its surge.197 There were areas where both the communities could 

find a common voice (even, and maybe especially the devout conservative segments of 

them), but the difference in constitutional preferences was perceived to be so overriding, 

that it prevented any cooperation for a very long time.198 
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 The sense of dramatic endangerment has been very prominent in both the 

communities especially at certain points during the Troubles. It was exacerbated by a 

triple minority situation in the Northern Ireland, where the Catholics are a minority in the 

North, protestants in the whole island and the irish in the whole UK (numerically, at least), 

leading to an acute fear of marginalization in both the communities. This ttriple minority 

aspect also makes it very plain to see that the identities of both the communities in a sense 

endangered the identity of the other. In such a situation, both the groups fell into a trap of 

so called egoism of victimization, in which they lived and re-lived their own historical 

grievances, unable to empathise with or acknowledge the grievances and traumas of the 

other group. A connected mechanism was something well-known to notorious gamblers. 

If so much blood and suffering (often of close relatives or acquaintances) has been 

invested in the conflict, it was felt impossible to accept anything else than a complete 

victory, lest all those costly sacrifices would have been in vain. 

  As John Darby summed up, “there is a central constitutional problem… there is 

a continuing problem of social and economic inequalities... there is a problem of cultural 

identity…  there is clearly a problem of security... there is a problem of religious 

difference… there is certainly a problem of the day to day relationships between the 

people who live in Northern Ireland.”199 

 

Young generation's unwillingness to be cowed into submission, Unemployment, 

Slum housing, Failure of OIRA, Civil Rights movement and politics to produce 

results, Utility, Lack of options 

 Interestingly, the assertion that the first five factors of those noted above have led 

to terrorist radicalisation all come from a single source, a comment on a blog dealing with 

Northern Irish affairs. While the first and the last reason for radicalisation have appeared 

elsewhere as well, nowhere in the scholarly literature I had the chance to study has the 

popular opinion that The Troubles were a result of economic factors held to a closer 

scrutiny. The fact that it is expressed in a comment section by an anonymous user claiming 

to have been born in Northern Ireland in 1951, is telling, however. 

 Despite the fact that the economic grievances have been ruled out as a major cause 

by the scholars, such an opinion (including among some IRA members) seems to persist 

in the debate. This persistence makes it worth mentioning here. After all, it is not 
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necessarily hard facts, but also perceptions, that can drive a person's behaviour. 

 

6.4 Conclusion 

 

 In this sub-chapter I will aggregate the findings from the previous chapters and 

use them to draw an imagined “mental map” of terrorist radicalisation in Troubles-era 

Northern Ireland. Afterwards, using the map for orientation, I shall examine the 

connections between the individual reasons, between the thematic groups they form and 

their relationship to the Northern Irish Catholics' status as a minority. 

 

 Combining the previous findings of this chapter, the full list of found reasons for 

terrorist radicalisation is as follows: 

 

- Sectarian violence (15) 

- State violence (12) 

- Utility (12) 

- Bloody Sunday (10) 

- (Family) history (9) 

- Internment (8) 

- The 1960s (8) 

- Brits out (7) 

- Perceived status of Northern Irish Catholics as a second class citizens (6) 

- Protection of one's community (6) 

- Hunger strikes (4) 

- British army presence (4) 

- Identity (4) 

- British violence (4) 

- Irish history (3) 

- Events on the ground (3) 

- Desire to achieve socialism (3) 

- Influence of environment (2) 

- Violence  

- Civil rights (2) 
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- PIRA as protectors (2) 

- Hostility of the state (2) 

- Injustices of 1969 (2) 

- Youthful fascination with guns and bombs  

- Setting a bomb off gives you a buzz  

- British Colonialism, encompassing various smaller forms of discrimination (2) 

- Lack of options 

- State collusion with paramilitaries 

- Prods out 

- Tough approach of the British army 

- Extra-judicial measures 

- PIRA is the only one who cares 

- Romantic conception of the IRA 

- Social status boost 

- Gerrymandering 

- Desire to make history 

- Commitment to one's community 

- Injustice impinges on their national identity 

- Being a leftist rebel was cool 

- Die fighting at least 

- Family member in the IRA 

- Close person killed 

- Peer pressure 

- Emotionally perceived grievances 

- Desire to be proud of himself 

- Desire to be a hero, not a politician 

- Constitutional politics did not work 

- Illegitimate repressive authority 

- Revolutionary situation 

- British rule of NI 

- British army helping oppressive Protestants 

- Chance for success 

- Fighting injustice 

- Gaining a position of authority in the community 
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- Harrassment by security forces 

- State oppression 

- British oppression 

- Pogrom on Catholics 

- Battle of the Bogside 

- Romantic history 

- Family, environment, history 

- British, 

- Sectarian violence, subsequent indoctrination by nationalism 

- Sectarian hatred, desire to take back what is ours 

- Young generation's unwillingness to be cowed into submission 

- Unemployment 

- Slum housing 

- Failure of OIRA, Civil Rights movement and politics to produce results 

 

 Thus, we have gathered 166 individual statements, containing 67 distinctive 

reasons for terrorist radicalisation. Naturally, some of the statements are almost 

synonymous or at least thematically very similar. This allows us to create the following 

“mental map,” showing loose and sometimes overlapping groups of statements. 
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 While the map serves more as an illustration or a tool to better orient oneself in 

the 71 items that we have acquired, and the specific findings will be explained in a short 

time, let us first take a look at a few general principles on which it is built. 
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 - generally, the statements nearer to the edges of the map are more specific and 

clear than those nearer to the centre, which are open to more interpretations or their 

meaning could be contested 

 - while the statements more to the right deal with, broadly said, internal and 

ideological matters of the Catholic population, the ones on the left side are concerned 

more with external issues 

 

 

State violence (57 items) 

This is one of the big and more complicated groups. It's contents range from quite clear 

state violence in the leftmost column through more controversial matters such as 

security measures viewed very differently by various groups to the most controversial or 

least clearly defined matters in the rightmost area of the bubble. The meaning of such 

vague statements such as “events on the ground” can nevertheless be inferred with a 

sufficient degree of certainty.  

 

Sectarian violence (17 items) 

Quite simple group containing solely anti-Catholic violence by non-state actors. 

 

Non-violent grievances (3 items) 

Perhaps surprisingly, a very small group containing non-violent cases of anti-Catholic 

discrimination.  

 

Brits (14 items) 

One of the more fuzzy groups towards the centre of the map, this group contains loosely 

defined reasons for terrprist radicalization that are usually connected to Great Britain 

specifically and can, thus, be considered distinct from “State violence,” which is 

understood as (possibly also) a Northern Irish matter. 

connected to state violence but also to ideology, kinda fuzzy 

 

1960s (14 items) 

This group contains reasons that go beyond the immediate environment of the Northern 

Ireland and feed into the context of political and societal upheavals and changes of the 

early period of The Troubles, or are ideologically overarching the specifics of Irish 
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Republican “armed struggle.” 

 

Selfish reasons (10 items) 

While the reasons in this group do not always necessarily imply a lower degree of 

altruism of those who provided them, they are distinct from majority of the remaining 

ones in the way they relate practically exclusively with the (self-perception) of the 

radicalizing individuals. 

 

Ideology (41 items) 

This is the second large group of reasons. It is possible to view it as opposing or 

complementing the State violence group. It encompasses various forms and nuances of 

family or peer influences, historical narratives and republican ideological positions. As 

one progresses from the bottom of the bubble to its top, the reasons change from general 

to applied and community-connected and finally they start to blend with explicitly 

violent Republican narratives of the top left bubble. 

Also, there is a small group of applied, more violent sectarian or identitary reasons 

bulging to the left centre. 

 

IRA narratives (15 items) 

This group contains the specifically violent republican reasons and arguments, the most 

prominent of which is the belief that “armed struggle” against the British is the (only) 

effective way of addressing Catholic grievances. 

 

 Finally, we have two standalone reasons for radicalisation. It would very likely be 

possible to sort them into the bubbles described above, but we shall very shortly find it 

useful to keep them separate as they have a quality of being able to encompass the 

meaning of a large number of the other reasons. 

 Let us now follow the map more closely. As we are going to see, most of the 

reasons for terrorist radicalisation feed into one another and influence each other. That is 

not surprising, as they are a product of a complex set of circumstances and many of the 

sources maintain that the terrorists had numerous motivations for their activity. 

 Keeping in mind the special status of the standalone reasons, let us start with the 

very numerous group of State violence. A majority of the more specifically formulated 

reasons in this group could very well be considered to reinforce in those touched by them 
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the feeling of their community to being marginalised, in other words, being a Second class 

citizens. 

 Naturally, the same effect is visible with the Socio-economic factors and Sectarian 

violence. 

 When politically dormant Northern Irish Catholics experience this kind of 

hardships, the are likely to search for an answer to the questions why is this happening to 

them or their community and what could they do to stop it. That is the moment when the 

ideology comes into play. Depending on the circumstances, the answer could be that it is 

the Protestants' fault, or The Brits' fault. Controversial or neutral factors, grouped in some 

extent in the “Brits” bubble, personal desires and aspirations in the “Selfish” bubble or 

fads and popular sentiments of the era (the “1960s” bubble) then, in the light of the 

Republican ideology, all seem to point in one way. The rich Republican history and 

tradition then has a recipe for the cure ready: the “Armed struggle.” 

 The adherence to the armed struggle is then made possible by de-legitimisation of 

the (ostensibly oppressive) state authority, which happens either on the grounds of the 

ideology (maintaining that the authority is foreign and unlawful in its nature) or on the 

basis of the existence of double standards, state complicity in sectarian violence, etc. This 

de-ligitimisation also helps to close the door to non-violent means of political activity like 

civil rights marches or participation in electoral politics. For this reason the de-

legitimisation has been suggested by White as a reason/pre-requisity for terrorist 

radicalisation.200 

 The other pre-requisties – perceived utility and acceptability of the violent action 

and perceived shift in this direction in the rest of the community are also present. The 

belief in the utility of violence has been cited by many as the reason for committing it. 

The acceptability is inherent in the consideration of utility, in the adoption of republican 

ideology, in the outrage many felt at real or perceived abuses by the Protestant/British 

authorities. The community shift is less pronounced – some of the IRA members 

specifically stated that they were a minority and were going against the flow, while other 

asserted that they were a vanguard of the community. It would seem that a similar 

radicalisation of even a small number of acquaintances (perhaps already members of the 

organization) would be enough. 

 Let us not forget that all the factors that we work with are actual reasons, suggested 
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in most part by the terrorists themselves, for a terrorist activity. It is quite likely that some 

would have chosen the path of violence even if only some had been present. It is, however, 

precisely this interconnectedness and interplay between them, along with the context 

provided in the previous chapters, that makes them reinforce one another and create such 

a difficult and grave situation such as The Troubles. 

 The minority status of the Northern Irish Catholics also plays an indispensable 

role. We can assume that if one is faced with state or non-state violence or other hardships, 

and is able to come to a conclusion (regardless of its correctness) that these things are 

happening because he or she belongs to a distinctive group, his or her susceptibility to 

ideologically driven and/or radical solutions to the situation becomes higher. This is 

apparent from the fact that while many Protestants faced similar economic hardships as 

Catholics and were also victims of street violence, the number of Protestant paramilitaries 

was lower than that of Catholic ones, despite Protestants being more numerous. Other 

explanations exist for this particular phenomenon, however, for example such, that the 

Protestants, like the Catholics, considered the security forces of the state to be on partisan 

in their nature and therefore did not feel such a wide-spread existential need for 

paramilitaries as the Catholics. 

 If we compare these findings with the Radicalization Puzzle framework, we can 

see that it is valid for the case with a few interesting specifications. Let us look at the four 

parts of the Puzzle. 

 The Grievances part is very prominent in the Northern Ireland's case. The “State 

Violence,” “Sectarian Violence,” “Socio-Economic” and to a certain extent also “Brits” 

bubbles could all be considered to contain grievances. It has already been noted that 

economic grievances played a quite small part, but that violence and various forms of 

(perceived) discrimination were had a very significant impact on terrorist radicalisation 

in Northern Ireland. 

 The category of Networks partially overlaps with our “Selfish” and “Ideology” 

bubbles. Out of the “Ideology” bubble, especially family, friendship and community ties 

apply. The overlap between Networks and Ideology is acknowledged by the authors of 

the Radicalization Puzzle theory themselves 201  and the testimonies that have been 

gathered in this thesis confirm the existence of such an overlap, as Republican ideological 
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background is often mentioned in connection with family members or education. 

 The Ideology part of the Puzzle would, on our map, encompass the “1960s” and 

“IRA arguments” bubbles, along with parts of the “Ideology” and “Brits” bubbles. It is 

very interesting to note that in many cases the terrorists claimed that no coherent ideology 

was present during their radicalization and that they only received more thorough 

ideological education after they have already been involved in violent actions, sometimes 

even after they have been imprisoned for them. However, it could be argued that to engage 

in anything beyond immediate self-defence or defence of one's community in a street 

fight, one would need to develop even a very rudimentary ideological position, 

identifying the state, or the British, as the enemy. The basic slogan of “Brits out” can then 

be considered an expression of an ideological standpoint and an example of so-called 

strategic framing, in which a group interprets various events or grievances through the 

lens of its ideology and historical narratives to legitimate and motivate its members' 

actions.202 

 This principle is further apparent in the Support Structures part. The decision to 

violently engage the representatives of the British rule in Northern Ireland perhaps did 

not always have much to do with the existence of the IRA (which was considered by many 

to be inefficient and defunct for the first year of The Troubles, anyway), but its existence 

helped to mould the initial anger into a long-lasting campaign of (more or less) strategic 

violence. While the PIRA underwent a reorganization in the 1970s, breaking from its 

traditional military-like structuring, never the less, the collective memory, if not the 

experience, of the organisation was obviously very important for maintaining the “armed 

struggle” and even taking it up to a different levels technologically and, in the end, 

politically. 

 Searching for an answer to the research question of this thesis, we come to the 

following conclusions. 

 It is apparent that purely economic factors played a very minor role as they form 

only a fraction of all the gathered answers. The importance of social factors depends on 

their definition. If we consider the social factors to be manifest in sectarian and state 

violence (as these have sometimes, especially in the early period of The Troubles, proved 

to be interconnected), then we find that they form a substantial part of the overall set of 
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reasons. Family and community ties certainly form a social factor, but it was through 

them that the ideology was most often disseminated, hence the classification becomes 

difficult. If we, however, consider social factors as influences coming from the outside, 

majority society, into the minority community (that is, interactions of Protestants with the 

Catholics), we can consider the family ties as ideology and remain with the state and 

sectarian violence as the most important “social” factors. 

 The ideology (violent Republicanism) could then be considered to be largely a 

function of these social factors in the sense that the surge of Catholic paramilitary 

recruitment often came after a particularly nasty case of violence and that Irish 

Republicanism itself could be considered a long-term, historically rooted reaction to the 

British/Protestant domination over the Irish/Catholics. It is also worth it to recall how 

many interviewed terrorists claimed they only received thorough ideological education 

after they started their participation in terrorist activity, which they did as a reaction 

usually to state or sectarian violence. On the other hand, some, brought up in, or otherwise 

exposed to, the Republican ideology, started out in the IRA without direct causal 

connection with the surge of violence in the late 1960s. It is necessary to keep in mind 

that the violent ideology existed and motivated at least some people even before The 

Troubles, during relatively normal times, and that it, thankfully to a very limited degree, 

also persists today, two decades after the end of The Troubles. Also, even after the 

grievances that sparked The Troubles, have been remedied, the violence persisted. The 

social factors only seem to strengthen the ideology, but do not necessarily directly and 

solely create it. 

 To sum up, then, the violent Republican ideology could be considered a function 

of the socio-economic circumstances only to a limited degree (roughly to the degree that 

any ideology is a product of socio-economic circumstances of its time). The economic 

factors seem to be incapable of producing terrorism on their own, as the highs and lows 

of terrorist activity did not coincide with highs and lows of the economy. It was, for the 

most part, the violence, perpetrated by the state and the dominant community alike, that 

provoked a violent backlash which soon got ideologically captured by both the pre-

existing and newly established structures of radical Republicans. This violence could be 

considered to form a social factor, of which the ideology, thriving on its existence, is 

partly a function. The ideology, however, would have some impact even without the social 

grievances. 

 To answer the research question, we can thus conclude that in the circumstances 
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of the Northern Ireland during The Troubles, the Republican ideology as a radicalizing 

factor was not, in any significant way, a function of economic grievances, but was, along 

with being a sufficient radicalizing factor on its own for some, to a degree, a function of 

social grievances manifest predominantly in the form of various levels of sectarian and 

state violence, which seemed to unjustly and disproportionately target the minority 

community. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 From the various sources, including group surveys and personal testimonies, we 

have gathered the reasons for Northern Irish Catholics' terrorist radicalisation during The 

Troubles. Those reasons can be broadly grouped into the following categories: State 

violence, Sectarian violence, Non-violent grievances, Brits, 1960s, Selfish reasons, 

Ideology, IRA narratives, and two un-grouped reasons: perception of one's community 

as 2nd class citizens and de-legitimisation of state authority. 

 We have found that the presence of state violence, sectarian violence and non-

violent grievances create this perception of 2nd class citizenship. When a member of the 

community is affected this way, he or she searches for a reason this is happening to it and 

means to remedy the situation. Depending on the circumstances, the answer can be that it 

is the fault of the dominant community or the Brits, or the person views the circumstances 

through the lens of wider ideological or cultural movements (1960s counter-culture), or 

simply wishes to better his or her own position by exploiting circumstances created by 

this pressure. The terrorists' ideological arguments come into play, explaining the need to 

and the (violent) means by which to strike at the oppressor. 

 De-legitimisation of the (oppressive) authority happens, opening the door to 

violence. 

This mechanism overlaps well with the Radicalization Puzzle theory, as grievances, 

networks, ideology and to a certain extent the support structures as well come into play 

significantly. 

 Overall, economy has been found to have little impact on radicalisation and 

therefore also on the ideology. The societal factors seem much more important, although 

it depends on how broadly we define them. If the sectarian and state violence are 

encompassed into this category, then we can certainly see that while the ideology existed 
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before and exists independently on them, when it comes to terrorist radicalisation, the 

attractiveness of the ideology receives a huge boost in dependence on the violence. 

Therefore, we can repeat the summary of the core finding: 

 To repeat the core finding: 

 We can conclude that in the circumstances of the Northern Ireland during The 

Troubles, the Republican ideology as a radicalising factor was not, in any significant way, 

a function of economic grievances, but was, along with being a sufficient radicalising 

factor on its own for some, to a degree, a function of social grievances manifest 

predominantly in the form of various levels of sectarian and state violence, which seemed 

to unjustly and disproportionately target the minority community. 
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Summary 

 

 Z různých zdrojů, včetně skupinových výzkumů a osobních svědectví, jsme 

shromáždili důvody pro teroristickou radikalizaci severoirských katolíků během The 

Troubles. Tyto důvody lze zhruba zařadit do následujících skupin: Státní násilí, Sektářské 

násilí, Násilné grievances, Britové, Šedesátá léta, Sobecké důvody, Ideologie, Narativy 

IRA. Dále existují dva nezařazené důvody: vnímání vlastní komunity jako občanů druhé 

kategorie a delegitimizace státní autority. 

 Zjistili jsme, že přítomnost státního a sektářkého násilí a nenásilných grievances 

způsobují tento dojem poníženosti. Když je člen komunity takto zasažen, pátrá po důvodu 

a po způsobu nápravy. V závislosti na okolnostech může dojít k názoru, že na vině je 

dominantní komunita nebo Britové, případně se na věc začne dívat širší ideologickou či 

kulturní optikou (kontrakulturní hnutí 60. let), nebo prostě touží využít okolnosti ke 

zlepšení vlastní pozice. Argumenty teroristů přicházejí na řadu v této fázi a vysvětlují 

potřebu a (násilné) prostředky k odvrácení utlačitele. 

Dochází k delegitimizaci (utlačitelské) státní autority, což otevírá dveře k násilí. 

 Tento mechanismus se překrývá s teorií Radicalization Puzzle, jelikož grievances, 

networky, ideologie a do jisté míry I podpůrné struktury významně vstupují do hry. 

Celkově se ukázalo, že ekonomické důvody mají na radikalizaci a tedy na ideologii jenom 

velmi malý dopad. Sociální faktory se zdají být o mnoho důležitější, ačkoliv záleží na 

tom, jak široce je definujeme. Zahrneme-li státní a sektářské násilí do této kategorie, pak 

lze rozhodně říci, že zatímco ideologie existovala před nimi a nezávisle na nich, pokud 

jde o teroristickou radikalizaci, atraktivita ideologie je významně posílena přítomností 

tohoto násilí. Můžeme tedy zopakovat shrnutí hlavních nálezů: 

V Severním Irsku během Troubles republikánská ideologie jakožto radikalizační faktor 

nebyla žádným významným způsobem funkcí ekonomických grievances, ale byla, kromě 

samostatné existence jakožto radikalizační faktor, do jisté míry také funkcí sociálních 

grievances, projevujících se především formou různého stupně sektářského či státního 

násilí, které se zdálo nespravedlivě a disproporčně zasahovat menšinovou komunitu. 
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